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ABSTRACT
Ana Yesenia Ramirez: Disrupting the Process of Knowledge Production in Anthropology: 
Weaving Activist Research, Black Feminism, and Indigenous Decolonial Thought 
(Under the direction of Angela Stuesse) 
This thesis explores the possibilities of community and knowledge-producers outside the 
university in anthropological research. In particular, it considers where to place community in 
the research process and how to engage with Indigenous communities reciprocally and 
responsibly. I argue that centering community in research requires disrupting the process of 
knowledge production in anthropology in order to produce differently-situated knowledge. I 
draw upon activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought because 
these traditions are currently engaged in disrupting the research process and creating uniquely 
positioned knowledge. Furthermore, these traditions engage with identity in research, are 
responsible to community in a multitude of ways, and move beyond research to focus on 
creating. I explore the possibilities of research when activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and 
Indigenous decolonial thought are forged and brought together as theoretical frameworks to 
understand identity, community, and creating.
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My grandmothers are some of the first Indigenous feminists theorists that I encountered. 
Their life experiences and lessons that they continue to pass on to their daughters and 
granddaughters have shaped my life. Both grandmothers are widows who faced hardships but 
found strength in themselves and with those around them. My grandmother Ana lost her husband 
to natural causes, and he died when he was about forty years old. My grandmother Magdalena 
had a severely alcoholic husband. With the help of her eldest children, my grandmother raised 
and provided for eight children and a husband. Magdalena’s husband died when he was fifty-
three years old from alcohol poisoning. Widowed at relatively young ages, both grandmothers 
decided to focus on providing for themselves and their children. 
My grandmother Ana taught me to have an open heart filled with gratitude. I practiced her 
ritual of beginning and ending each day by listing all the things and people that I am grateful for. 
Her kind heart also taught me to be more attentive and aware of life, human and nonhuman, 
around me. She taught me to see myself as part of a larger network of life. My grandmother 
Magdalena is a force to reckon with. She constantly encourages her daughters and 
granddaughters to push ahead and thrive and remarks that we as Akateka women should bravely 
pave a path for ourselves and our children rather than solely relying on a man to provide. We 
should not be afraid of our success and how much space we take up. We can belong wherever we 
want. Her feminist remarks about the possibilities for Indigenous women have garnered 
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disapproval from men in my family and in the community who think she is too brava or bad-
tempered.
I join my family’s long history of Akateka women carving paths for ourselves and others. My 
tia (aunt) Cata was the first Akateka woman in San Miguel Acatan (my family’s hometown) to 
obtain a higher degree. My grandmother Magdalena received backlash in supporting Cata’s 
decision to leave town and study to be a schoolteacher. She was criticized by townspeople for 
being careless because, according to them, women did not need more education beyond primary 
school. Her in-laws, jesting at Cata’s expense, remarked that Cata could never be mayor so why 
does she want more schooling? Instead, she should marry a nice man and have children. 
Nevertheless, my aunt left, with my grandmother’s support, and became the town’s first Maya 
woman schoolteacher. Previously, all schoolteachers were non-Maya people encouraged by the 
department of Huehuetenango to teach in this remote town. Currently, most schoolteachers in 
town are Akateko, and my tia Cata presides as the first Akateka councilwoman in San Miguel. 
Her decision to run as mayor is still pending. 
My mother had similar ambitions like her sister Cata, who had recently given birth and was 
already teaching. She had just finished her secondary education and was enrolled in a higher 
education program, but her plans were cut short by the wartime violence in Guatemala during the 
1980s. Young Maya women were being kidnapped, raped, and killed during this time, and 
unmarried women were especially vulnerable to this type of violence. This looming terror 
prompted my grandmother’s decision to let my mother flee to the United States by herself. At 
sixteen years old, my mother was the first in her family to migrate to the United States and was 
later joined by her brother. All women in my family carry forth this strength, fearless spirit, and 
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attentiveness to life that my grandmothers instilled in us. The possibilities for community and 
Maya and Indigenous women feel limitless. 
This thesis similarly grapples with community and grandmothers, or the possibilities of 
knowledge-producers outside the university. I contend with where to place community in the 
research process and how to engage with Indigenous communities reciprocally and ethically as 
researchers. As I considered where and how to place community in research, I gravitated towards 
activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought. These traditions 
necessarily disrupt the research process and create differently-situated knowledge in which there 
is an opening for my grandmothers to be theorizers too. Additionally, these traditions engage 
seriously with identity in research, are responsible in a multitude of ways to community, and 
move beyond research and also focus on creating. I explore the possibilities of research when 
activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought are forged and 
brought together as theoretical frameworks to understand identity, community, and creating. 
Indigenous feminist theorizing
As an undergraduate student, I did not have the academic confidence to refer to my 
grandmothers as theorists, but my subsequent work with Black feminists and Indigenous 
decolonial thinkers has created an opening for me to rethink what counts as knowledge. 
Indigenous feminists Elizabeth Archuleta, Gloria Bird, Shannon Speed, and Gladys Tzul have 
helped to open up my thinking to include the Maya feminists in my family. 
Archuleta’s (2006) work on Indigenous women theorizations from their own lives especially 
helped to make this point clear. She writes that Indigenous women “have always theorized our 
lives” even though mainstream scholarship may not recognize our intellectual traditions within 
our own communities (88). According to Archuleta, Indigenous women write and speak in order 
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to ensure survival, to empower, and to heal themselves and across generations (90). This 
sentiment reverberates with the wisdom and knowledge that I gained from the Akateka women in 
my life.  
Furthermore, as an Indigenous woman doing research with Indigenous communities, I feel 
obligated to find more ethical ways of carrying out research. As Speed necessarily points out to 
other Indigenous anthropologists working with Indigenous people, our job is to decolonize our 
research or, at minimum, “not to recolonize ourselves in the research process” (2020, 8). These 
inquietudes since my undergraduate years set me off in a quest to find scholars, traditions, and 
research methods that would allow me to decolonize and conduct my research with Indigenous 
people ethically and responsibly. I also wanted to connect with scholars and traditions that 
understood the importance of this work, without having to reiterate why it matters each time, and 
help me think through the complexities and nuances of doing engaged work in communities. The 
possibilities of Indigenous feminist thinking are one of the reasons why I am drawn to research. 
Situating research 
To be researched 
Before I became a researcher, research first became a part of my life. When I was ten years 
old, my community became the subject of a groundbreaking ethnography documenting the 
contemporary Latinx migration flux into the U.S. South. The Maya of Morganton (Fink 2003) 
recounted the role of rural North Carolina’s poultry processing plants in Maya migration, and the 
role of Maya poultry worker leaders in building a movement for worker justice in the industry. I 
first read excerpts from the book when I was in high school, and it was intriguing to read another 
person’s account of my hometown. As a historian, the author preserved his subjects’ names, and 
I was struck by reading the names of people that I knew my whole life. I was fascinated that 
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someone would be interested in a small town like Morganton. Despite its acclaim, I felt unsettled 
with this account of my hometown. Later, as an undergraduate researcher, I explored this 
uneasiness in greater depth. 
I was introduced to the role of researcher as a Mellon Mays Undergraduate Fellow (MMUF) during 
my second year in college. I was interested in diasporic Maya communities in the United States and the 
ways that community and home are built in a new place. In particular, I worked with Maya-K’ich’e 
mothers who had children in Guatemala. At the time, I was also actively involved in a local non-profit, 
English for Action (EFA), that worked with migrant Maya people in Providence, RI. EFA provided 
English language classes to people in the community, and they also participated in anti-racist work and 
legal reforms in Rhode Island. With EFA, I taught a bilingual class to Maya learners who were both 
learning English and Spanish. I was also volunteer coordinator and helped train new facilitators how to 
teach using methods of popular education. I was also very involved in the political aspect of EFA, and 
this work helped me grow closer to the people I was teaching because the line between facilitator and 
learner was blurred. At times I was in front of the classroom and other times I was sitting as learners 
led political organizing efforts. 
As a researcher working with Maya people in Providence, I was inclined to include my activist 
work and popular education approaches in my research project but was unsure how to do this work. 
Furthermore, it allowed me to see the people I was working with as valid knowledge producers on 
Maya migration. However, I was told several times by faculty members at Brown’s Anthropology 
Department that bridging community, research, and activism was not possible. Doing so would be a 
distraction from conducting ethnographic research. Instead, I was instructed to work on each project 
separately. 
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At a MMUF workshop, an invited researcher came to present her work and share her experiences in 
her doctoral program. She confided to us that as Black, Indigenous, and researchers of color, we need to 
carefully navigate academic spaces, which oftentimes meant hiding our political and social agendas. 
We were asked to keep those activist roots alive in our public work rather than in our academic work. 
Due to the constant inculcation of what research should be, I tried working on each project separately, 
but I still felt a longing for a way to bring the two into one unifying frame. 
To be a researcher
As an Indigenous woman doing work with Indigenous people, I felt guilty using the tools that 
Anthropology had used for a century to uncritically study communities in a way that discounted them 
as experts and knowledge producers (Asad 1973; Speed 2006; Willis 1972). Advised by my mentors 
and MMUF staff, I developed my research questions by reading the literature on migrant Maya 
mothers. From the gaps in the literature, I formulated my questions, and using the connections and trust 
that I had built at EFA, I interviewed ten K’ich’e women. I was slightly disappointed with myself; I 
recognized that I was imposing my mentors’ and my own research queries on women whom I regarded 
as friends. It seemed extractive to ask questions about the effects and toll of family separation on these 
women. I was using their suffering to write my honors thesis and fulfill MMUF program expectations. 
That realization of the “academization of suffering” unsettled me (Alonso Bejarano et al. 2019, 6). I felt 
like I was doing anthropology per usual: using the experience of subaltern others to arrive to academic 
conclusions about other people’s lives without their input. Clearly, being Indigenous does not liberate 
one from the possibility of doing colonizing research.
Furthermore, I had the experience of my community being written about in an ethnographic book 
(Fink 2003). I knew that my community members were not merely struggling Maya immigrants living 
in the United States, but producers of Maya community-centered knowledge such as my grandmothers. 
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I felt culpable in recreating the same conditions of research that I had critiqued. By just focusing on 
suffering and family separation, I was missing other necessary parts in their lived experiences. During 
my time with EFA, I saw a few of these women in leadership positions in the organization and in the 
community. Frustrated and confused, I wanted to find a way to center community and activism within 
research rather than bury my deepest ethical-political-social principles to Indigenous values and 
sovereignty, community-centered approaches to research, and feminist teachings. The experience of 
having my community researched has helped me rethink how else to do research. I knew that there 
must be another research approach that was more responsible and acknowledged interlocuters as 
experts. 
Building my anthropology 
I remain invested in finding methodologies that center community and activism within 
ethnographic research. Since my time as an undergraduate researcher, I have been in search for a 
way to bridge them together. Part of this commitment to community, research, and activism 
stems from my experience growing up in a Maya diaspora community in North Carolina, 
watching my parents actively involved in our community, and being involved in this work at a 
young age. 
These queries about the process of producing knowledge and the possibilities of social 
change with anthropology have led to the central questions that I explore in this thesis. How do 
different traditions of scholarship “from the margins” articulate the possibility—even necessity--
of bringing identity, political engagement and research together? What relationships do they 
articulate between positionality and the power and process of knowledge production? How might 
they, together, help me articulate my own path as a politically engaged scholar? To answer these 
questions, I draw on Black Feminism, Indigenous scholarship, and activist research. Together, 
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these traditions help me make sense of the entanglement of identity, home, research, and 
activism and develop my path—both theoretically and in practice—as a politically engaged 
scholar and community activist. 
In the thesis that follows, I argute that activist research, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial 
thought exhibit a strong responsibility to communities; have a more intertwined and committed 
relationship between intellectual work and political and social action and transformation; and consider 
the role of critique and creative possibilities in academia and in the world. Each tradition approaches 
these aspects differently, but together they help me build a framework that guides my work. 
A number of scholars (Caldwell 2007; Gordon 2003, 2007; Hale 2006, 2008; Mora Bayo 2017; 
Perry 2009, 2012; Simpson 2007; Speed 2006, 2007, 2016; Stuesse 2016) have drawn from these 
traditions in recent decades to inform their politically engaged research, but Berry, Chavez, Cordis, 
Ihmoud, and Velasquez Estrada’s work with “fugitive anthropology” has been particularly key in 
considering and articulating the possibility of bridging these traditions together (Berry et al. 2017). 
They write, “A fugitive anthropology is an anthropology that, grounded in black feminist analysis and 
praxis and inspired by indigenous decolonial thinking, centers an embodied feminist analytics while 
working within the contested space of the academy” (2017, 560). Part of writing this thesis was 
exploring the possibilities for an Indigenous woman researcher to develop an activist research approach 
with a Black Feminist and an Indigenous decolonial ethos. This thesis emerges from my study of these 
bodies of literature over the last two years and lessons learned from my time conducting research with 
communities. This theoretical analyses and praxis represents my efforts to articulate my own 
anthropology. 
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Finding a theoretical home 
Fleeing anthropology  
My undergraduate experience prompted my leave from anthropology after graduation. 
Nevertheless, I had a persistent hope in the possibilities of social change with ethnographic 
research. I sat with this wondering for some years after I graduated and moved back to 
Morganton where I worked as a community interpreter at a mental hospital, the public school 
system, and at nonprofit organizations. I also reconnected with my home community. I tutored 
diverse Maya students (K’iche’, Aguacateco, Akateko, Q’anjob’al, Mam) who were recently 
arrived migrants and mentored a high school student on her senior project. At the high school, I 
was asked to make a presentation on Maya culture so, with the help of my thirty Maya students, 
we presented to over two-hundred people on Maya languages, dance, music, clothing, and 
migration. 
Inspired by the possibilities of transnational community and eager to connect more deeply 
with my indigenous identity, I moved a year later to my parents’ hometown, San Miguel Acatán, 
Guatemala, to learn my family’s ancestral language. Upon arrival, I discovered that the local 
middle school sought an English teacher. So, I stayed for a year teaching English to middle 
school students. I assisted my students with cultural presentations as their asesora or advisor and 
noted that many students were not interested in folkloric representations of Akateko identity 
because folkloric depictions did not represent the ways they understood their contemporary 
Maya identity. I found that my identity as Maya of Morganton differed from that of the Maya of 
San Miguel Acatán, but both identities were changing and influencing one another. Surprisingly, 
my previous studies about Maya migration, cultural heritage, and history helped me put into 
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practice my earlier research on Maya women. It helped me better understand and connect with 
my students, both in Morganton and in San Miguel. 
Practicing community-centered research 
In August 2017, I moved to Kansas City to work as an AmeriCorps Community Engagement 
Coordinator at a local non-profit. At a community monthly meeting, residents discussed ways 
they could engage youth in their neighborhoods, which led me to begin research on youth 
engagement. Because this project developed at the behest of community members, we co-
developed the questions I would ask students, which focused on youths’ hobbies and interests, 
their perception of their neighborhood, and afterschool programming. My field site was the local 
neighborhood high school, where teachers opened their classrooms to me.
Nearly two-hundred young people participated in the study. We conducted in-depth focus 
groups and surveys to allow all students a chance to share their thoughts on youth engagement. 
Following data collection, I transcribed the information and compiled it in a report that was 
shared with the community. Our findings were that 95% of students who participated in our 
study thought there was not enough or few afterschool programs or extracurricular activities 
available to them, and many wanted tutoring, opportunities for employment, and more youth 
programming.  
Due to their involvement during every stage of research, community leaders felt ownership 
of the data and used it to engage with young people in a more intentional way. Community 
organizations helped fill gaps that students noted; neighborhood groups worked directly with 
teachers and students; and community officials took students’ safety concerns seriously. The data 
was even used by a local non-profit for a grant proposal to support youth programming, which 
they received. This experience affirmed to me that research with communities is possible. 
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Furthermore, it allowed me to practice my own anthropology, which I had first begun to envision 
when I read the Maya of Morganton. These experiences made me conscious of my role as a 
researcher and my long-term plan to work with communities. It also prompted my 
reconsideration of pursuing anthropology.  
As I was planning to matriculate in an anthropology PhD program, I considered UNC because of 
Patricia McAnany’s cultural heritage work with Maya youth (McAnany 2016, 2020) and my advisor’s 
work with activist research (Stuesse 2015, 2016). Since my matriculation, my world has expanded so 
much so that I can now easily draw on scholars and specific traditions that think about identity, 
community, research, and activism. Specifically, I became drawn to activist research, Black Feminism, 
and Indigenous decolonial thought as traditions to think through these keywords. 
Connecting with activist research, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought 
I first felt at home with Indigenous scholarship because I finally found a tradition that resonated 
with my lived experiences, my hopes, and my desire to approach research a certain way. I came across 
the works of Maya Jakaltek anthropologist Victor Montejo early on as an undergraduate. It was 
refreshing reading Montejo because he wrestled with the themes of community, identity, and 
knowledge production (Montejo 2005). Prior to Montejo, reading several books and articles on Maya 
communities grew tiring. I was tired of seeing Indigenous people depicted as relics or research subjects 
only. I knew Maya peoples—not just our ancient, pre-colonial ancestors—are knowledge producers 
too. My classes on decolonization and Indigenous issues; building community with other Maya and 
Indigenous scholars and students; and my advisor’s support in connecting with a larger Indigenous 
literature helped me be immersed in Indigenous decolonial thought. This body of literature helped me 
break my silence and begin to express my many suppressed ideas that I have had over the years. 
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My advisor, who was trained at the Austin School, guided me to the politically engaged circles on 
campus. I became involved with the Graduate Certificate for Participatory Research, which brought me 
closer to peers and professors interested in activist and engaged research, through coursework, 
workshops, and lectures. Furthermore, my advisor’s mentorship connected me to other activist 
researchers at workshops on campus and conferences at other institutions. These networks connected 
me to the body of literature on activist research and engaged scholarship. However, I was first 
introduced to activist research through Black Feminism. 
During my last year in my undergraduate career, I took a class with Keisha-Khan Perry who 
introduced me to Black feminist activist research in Brazil. At the time, I was moved by the explicit 
activist motives guiding these Black women researchers since I had not seen examples of community 
and activism within research before. Housed in the Department of Africana Studies, her class taught me 
something that my majors in Anthropology and Latin American Studies did not teach me. She showed 
me how Black women researchers do transnational activist research, and she validated my conflicted 
feelings with the type of anthropology, theories, and research methodologies I was being taught. 
I became more drawn to Black Feminism in late 2019 when I began to address gender-based 
violence and healing practices in Maya and non-Maya communities through research and community 
involvement. I was interested in applying an activist, decolonial, Indigenous, and feminist lens to this 
work. As I became immersed in Indigenous feminist literature, some of the scholars that I was reading 
(Simpson 2014, Simpson 2017, Tuck and Yang 2012, Tuhiwai Smith 2012) cited Black feminists. 
Doing work on gender-based violence made it essential to acknowledge the prevalence of this type of 
violence towards both Black and Indigenous women. Tarana Burke, #metoo founder, also commented 
that both Black and Indigenous women similarly face high levels of sexual assault (Burke 2017). I 
noted the potential when Indigenous and Black Feminist thought conversed with each other, and I 
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explored this even further in a class (Black Feminist Thought and Practice) taught by Kia Caldwell. As 
I explored this potential of bridging both Black Feminist and Indigenous decolonial thought and read 
the work of others who have done similar theorizing, I noted the intersecting points with activist 
research. These connections prompted my decision to bring them into comparative dialogue. 
Furthermore, these traditions wrestled with questions about knowledge production, identity, activism, 
and research methodologies so I knew bridging all three bodies of literature would help me build my 
anthropology. 
Bridging activist research, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought 
In this thesis, I draw on three traditions: activist research, Black Feminism, and Indigenous 
decolonial thought. I categorized the different scholarly works in this thesis in one of three traditions in 
order to facilitate my thinking in regard to the central questions that I raise. That said, as I have noted 
above, I recognize that many of these works draw on one another and intersect and cross-cut the 
boundaries that I (and others) identify between them. Even though I may have categorized one work in 
one tradition over another, I recognize the amorphous and intersectional basis for the literature in my 
thesis. The connections across these three bodies of literature only speaks further truth to the necessity 
and obvious nature of bringing all three traditions together and forging another anthropology. In the 
following sections, I offer an overview for each tradition and provide further reasoning for drawing on 
each tradition to think about identity, community, research, and activism. 
Activist research 
Activist anthropology responds to critiques of anthropological research as colluding with colonial 
powers and supporting colonialist logics (Speed 2007, 2). It emerged in the 1990s as an approach to 
anthropological research in which researchers politically align to an organized group of people in 
struggle (Gordon and Hale 1997). Rather than being a neutral observer in social research, the activist 
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researcher identifies his/her deepest ethical-political convictions and engages with collectivities in 
struggle (Gordon 1991). Furthermore, activist research argues that such an approach to research allows 
for “the potential to yield knowledge, analysis, and theoretical understanding that would otherwise be 
impossible to achieve” (Hale ed. 2008, 4). In other words, activist research allows for intellectual work 
and political engagement to fuse together in the research process. 
Furthermore, activist anthropology radically differs from armchair anthropology, a term that is used 
to describe earlier anthropological work that exoticized an oppressed other in the Third World. About 
this, Speed (2006) writes that critiques from postcolonial research “subjects” challenged the validity of 
this anthropology. The questioning led to two significant currents within the discipline: some retreated 
to theory and cultural critique while others “developed collaborative or activist approaches” while also 
taking the responsibility for the effects of knowledge production about other people (66-67). In ways, 
activist research responds back to earlier anthropological research and endeavors to transform the 
relationship between researchers and research subjects. 
Activist research is the type of scholarship that I was looking for when I was a confused 
undergraduate researcher. Since my graduate studies, I have been engaged in methods of activist and 
participatory research. Given my research queries in the relationship between positionality, power, and 
the process of knowledge production, activist research is a helpful tradition to help me think through 
these ideas. In particular, I am interested in the ways that activist researchers understand commitment to 
communities with whom they research, the limits of identity politics, the importance of shared political 
sensibilities, and how they link knowledge and action. These aspects of activist research will be 
explored in the chapters of this thesis. 
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Black Feminism
Black Feminism has a long history of forging a path and an intellectual space within feminist and 
race theory and social movements. Black feminists had to carve a space for themselves in feminist 
movements. hooks’ critiques how white feminists use the language of “all women” or “common 
oppression” to mask both their class and racial interests. Similarly, Cooper looks at the gender politics 
form the Civil Rights to Black Power and the roles of Black women. In particular, Cooper highlights 
the ways that Black women were silenced by Black men during the Civil Rights Movement. Perry 
similarly calls out the “collective forgetting” of Black women in the Black radical tradition (2009, 3). 
Both Perry and Cooper write about how Black feminists are oftentimes misunderstood because they 
disrupt gender politics in Black communities. Caldwell said this best, Black feminists “[unmask] the 
gendered aspects of racial domination and the racial aspects of gender domination” (2007, 152). In 
doing so, Black Feminist analyses necessarily elucidate the intersections of class, race, and sex. 
Additionally, Black Feminist understandings of breaking silence, working in communities, centering 
identity politics, the role of duty, confronting violence, and building a better future for Black women 
and girls. These components of Black Feminism intersect with both ideas from activist anthropology 
and Indigenous decolonial thought which will be explored in the subsequent chapters. 
Indigenous decolonial thought 
Compared to the other traditions, Indigenous scholarship particularly struggles against a 
“logic of elimination” (Wolfe 2006) that stems from settler colonialism, which is a form of 
colonialism where “settlers come with the intention of making a new home on the land” (Tuck 
and Yang 2012, 5). Settler colonialism relies on the appropriation of Indigenous land where land 
becomes property, necessitates the subjugation and forced labor of enslaved people, and 
considers Indigenous people as “in the way” and must therefore be erased (2012). Given this 
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logic of elimination, as Indigenous people, we have to fight and argue to be recognized as 
Indigenous and on our terms. 
Indigenous decolonial thought necessarily adds to our understanding of community, identity, and 
the process of knowledge production. Indigenous decolonial scholars and feminists are aware of how 
their communities are oftentimes overly studied in research. These scholars are subsequently very 
critical about the research process and suggest other ways that we can approach knowledge production 
without reproducing harm or colonial legacies. Not all Indigenous scholarship is necessarily decolonial 
which is why I mark Indigenous decolonial scholarship as the body of literature that I am drawing on 
for this thesis. A commitment to decolonial ways of thinking are imperative especially towards a world 
free of gender violence and more ethical ways of doing research. Speed (2019) makes a similar 
statement in which she instructs other Indigenous anthropologists working with Indigenous people to 
decolonize our research or, at least, not recolonize ourselves in the research process. I take this 
invitation seriously. This tradition also highlights the importance of a community centered approach; 
breaking silence; speaking and writing back; being active subjects in our history, present and future; 
and the long history of Indigenous women leading survival in the midst of violence and multiple 
oppressions. These aspects of Indigenous decolonial thought will constitute the bulk of my argument 
for an activist research approach with a Black Feminist and Indigenous decolonial spirit. 
Moving towards an activist, Indigenous, decolonial, and Black Feminist model of anthropology
The goal of this thesis is to put in dialogue these three traditions which together highlight a 
responsibility to communities, a commitment to political and intellectual work; consider the 
limits and possibilities of identity; and simultaneously critique and create. Together, these 
traditions pave a path for merging community and activism within research--which is work that I 
have been seeking since I was an undergraduate researcher. Work that once seemed impossible 
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has become possible as I explored these three traditions. The following chapters are organized in 
such a way to explore in greater detail the components of my argument for bridging these 
traditions together. 
Chapter 2 (“Identity and Politically-Engaged Scholarship”) analyzes the role of responsibility and 
commitment across the traditions. It looks at the embodied and discursive ways that responsibility is 
understood in each tradition. Together, they highlight the importance of breaking silence, critical 
dialogues, and viewing community as complex rather than monolithic. 
Ch. 3 (“Responsibilities to Community”) explores the different and, at times, intersecting, ways that 
activist research, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial scholarship understands the relationship 
between intellectual and public work. From this chapter, I draw on the importance and limits of 
identity, becoming active subjects rather than objects, and the role of duty. 
Ch. 4 (“Critique, Create, and Beyond”) discusses in further detail the possibilities that these 
traditions bring when brought together to understand the question of creating. In particular, I explore 
how these traditions offer the possibilities of building a new value system, listening to other knowledge 
producers, centering communities and collectivities, and speaking out about cycles of violence in order 
to break them. 
Finally, Ch. 5 (“Bringing it Back Home”) considers what is at stake when activist research, Black 
Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought are held as important epistemological positions. This 
discussion reconsiders the possibilities of research and anthropology when these traditions are forged 
and brought together as theoretical frameworks. Drawing on my summer 2019 fieldwork in Morganton, 
I discuss efforts to explore the possibility for bringing the three traditions into one frame in a research 
design in my hometown. I reflect on my attempts to implement my learnings from activist research, 
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Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought, and I return to the central questions of my thesis 
to further examine this point.
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CHAPTER 2: IDENTITY AND POLITICALLY-ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP
A Place for Identity
At the heart of this thesis is identity and how and where to place it, or not, in the research 
process. My quest to understand identity in research maps onto my personal struggles with my 
own identity as a Maya woman. Even though I was raised in a predominantly Maya community, 
growing up I did not explicitly refer to myself as Indigenous or Maya but rather preferred to 
identify as Latina or Hispanic. Being Maya felt hard to explain and being Latino or Hispanic felt 
more pervasive in the larger U.S. culture. Nevertheless, I felt unsatisfied and unfulfilled 
identifying as Latina because something was missing. This restlessness prompted me to double-
major in Latin American and Caribbean Studies and Anthropology, where I studied research on 
Latino communities and identity in the United States. I was also introduced to anthropological 
literature about Guatemala and Maya communities. Additionally, my community-based work in 
Providence led me to work closely with a Maya community outside my hometown. My 
immersion into Indigenous literature and community-based work was not only instrumental in 
my understanding of Maya identity, but also personally meaningful. 
Slowly, I began to identify more frequently as Maya, and I sought opportunities to conduct 
research about Maya communities in the United States. I found that research provided an 
opportunity to study topics and elevate voices that have been traditionally omitted or overlooked. 
I began to find answers to my questions about the politics and practice of identity and of 
research. In my coursework, I learned about the invisibility of Indigenous and Black people from 
Latin America; the ways that Indigenous identity and people are sought to be eliminated or
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ignored; and terms (such as internalized racism, oppression, white supremacy, and 
intersectionality) to describe the racialized experience of living in the United States. I also 
studied the political context of my mother’s experience as a refugee fleeing the Maya genocide 
during the 1980s, and I learned that she whole-heartedly embraced assimilation to survive. She 
exchanged Akateko (her native language) for Spanish, her traje (Maya clothes) for pants, and her 
Maya identity for Latina. Simply uncovering my identity as Maya Akateka was not enough, I 
aspired to conduct further research with Maya communities too. 
Over the years, these experiences have led to questions about the relationship between 
research, activism, and identity and how one might ethically carry out research in communities 
with which they share a core identity. As an undergraduate researcher, I first dealt with the 
entanglement of identity, research, and activism through my work with Maya mothers in 
Providence. I did not have the language, literature, nor methodologies to justify the type of 
politically-engaged research that I wanted to conduct. Instead, I followed the departmental 
advice and standards laid before me, but I ultimately felt guilty of asking Maya women to open 
up about personal painful experiences just to write my thesis. 
Additionally, I have noticed an entanglement of identity and research in myself. Part of my 
research interests in Maya communities stems from my personal identity and interests in 
Mayaness; however, my vested interest goes beyond the personal too. As a Maya woman doing 
research with Maya communities, this entanglement of identity and research can be hard to 
explain to others who do not share the experience of being from a community that has been 
invisibilized as well as marginalized. Furthermore, I acknowledge that being Indigenous does not 
liberate one from the ethics and quandaries of conducting socially-committed research. I can be 
complicit in doing colonial research or recolonizing myself in the research process. 
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Understanding the entanglement of research, activism, and identity is important in changing how 
we approach research if we intend to produce new knowledge and theories that are community-
centered and politically engaged. 
Activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial literature have taught me 
to focus more on the value and extent of identity in politically-engaged research and make sense 
of these entanglements. These traditions make crucial points of connection and divergence about 
research and the role of identity and identity politics, the idea that one’s politics can emerge from 
one’s own identity. I have had numerous conversations about research, activism, and identity 
with other Indigenous researchers who oftentimes deal with these entanglements too. This 
chapter is dedicated to making sense of these entanglements and drawing wisdom from the 
following traditions. 
Black Feminist thought approaches the relationship of research, activism, and identity by 
centering identity politics and their development of new language and theories. This is distinct 
from Indigenous scholarship, which is also interested in the role of identity politics but 
approaches it as their community’s struggles for survival and recognition. It additionally has a 
focus on becoming active subjects (defined below). Activist scholarship intersects with these 
other traditions in their commitment to intellectual and public work, but it diverges in others, 
with an emphasis on solidarity in politics rather than just identity politics and its role in 
participating in social change and transforming the discipline of anthropology and academia. 
These three traditions distinctly approach the issues of research, activism, and identity in 
centering identity politics, struggling for recognition and sovereignty against elimination, and 
investing in decolonizing anthropological research, respectively. Together they offer the 
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possibilities of identity politics in research, reimagine solidarity, and advocate for social change 
through research and activism. 
I begin by looking at how Black feminists center identity politics and, with this politics, 
develop new language to describe their realities. Then I examine Indigenous decolonial critiques 
of representation by researchers and how these scholars advance Indigenous experiences. 
Finally, I analyze the roles that solidarity and political alignment play in activist anthropology 
when identity politics takes a backseat. Additionally, I examine how this approach to research 
allows for creating differently positioned knowledge. I conclude by articulating how these three 
traditions’ shared contributions become part of my epistemological position in approaching the 
relationship between community, research, and socio-political commitments. 
Merging the Personal and the Political in Black Feminism 
Black Feminism centers an attentive, critical, and active identity politics that acknowledges 
Black women’s lives and experiences and develops key concepts to understand hegemonic 
forces. This work breaks the silence and invisibility of Black women’s experiences. Black 
Feminism approaches the relationship of research, identity, and activism by centering identity 
politics and developing new language to describe their experiences with identity. 
Centering identity politics 
Black Feminism demonstrates how identity can be a compelling contributor to social change 
and in research. The Combahee River Collective, a Black Feminist organization, first articulated 
the concept of identity politics in their seminal essay on Black Feminism. The Collective 
asserted that, “the most profound and potentially the most radical politics come directly out of 
our own identity, as opposed to working to end somebody else's oppression” (1983, 274; cited in 
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Cooper 2019). In particular, they write that their identity informed their politics in 
simultaneously addressing heterosexism, economic oppression, and racism (273). 
hooks (2009) regards identity similarly and invites Black women to recognize the special 
vantage point that their marginality and identity offers them,  making use of this perspective to 
critique the hegemony and to envision a counter-hegemony. In particular, hooks was writing in 
response to Black women hesitating being involved in the women’s movement since many of the 
leaders were white women who failed to include a race analysis in their work. Her call to Black 
women and a Black feminist perspective underscores the importance and value that their 
perspective from their identity can add to the liberation movement. Lorde (1984) values identity 
in feminist movements too and adds that the absence of discussion on race, sexuality, class, and 
age weakens any feminist discussion of the personal and the political (110). 
Barbara Smith (1983) makes clear the entanglements of the personal and the political and 
necessarily writes that one of the greatest gifts of Black Feminism is it”[makes] it a little easier 
simply to be Black and female” (xxxiv). She reflects, “A Black feminist analysis has enabled us 
to understand that we are not hated and abused because there is something wrong with us, but 
because our status and treatment is absolutely prescribed by the racist, misogynistic system under 
which we live” (xxxiv). Smith acknowledges that Black Feminism gave her the tools to “finally 
comprehend” the violence and material abuse heaped upon Black women. Furthermore, it made 
it possible to support other Black women and be part of political action to change systems that 
create these environments (xxxv). 
Black Feminists embrace the deeply political and the personal. They perceive identity as 
crucial perspective to inform one’s politics and subsequent activist work. As Smith demonstrates, 
Black Feminism makes clear the systems that create a hostile environment for Black women. 
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Embracing the political and the personal is not just personally meaningful but it is necessary in 
order to undo those harmful systems and create a safer environment. 
Developing new language and theory
Black feminists use their identity, embodied experiences, and reality to make sense of a 
world that oftentimes does not see them. Part of this work in centering identity and undoing the 
harmful systems that Smith (1983) pointed out is the development of new language and theory to 
describe and understand Black women’s lived experiences. 
Black Feminist language emerges to describe the experiences with marginality that Black 
women face. Claudia Jones, a Trinidadian-born Black intellectual and activist, developed the 
term “superexploitation” to describe the intense marginalization that Black women experienced 
compared to other groups (Davies 2008, cited in Perry 2009). Regarding Black women’s social 
positioning, Jones posited that if all workers are exploited because the surplus value from their 
labor is usurped, then Black women assume many unaccountable hours (Davies 2008, Perry 
2009). Therefore, she argues that Black women live a life of “superexploitation” beyond what 
Marx had identified for workers. 
Most notably, the theory of intersectionality emerged from Black women’s identity politics. 
Drawing on fieldwork at battered women’s shelters in Los Angeles, California, Crenshaw (1991) 
explores the racial and gendered dimensions of violence against women. She observes how 
Black women’s experiences are oftentimes ignored or overlooked by both anti-racist and 
feminist politics which only further marginalizes the issue of violence (1245). Anti-racist 
arguments tend to regard the problem of violence against women of color as another 
manifestation of racism; however, Crenshaw acknowledges that violence is more complex and 
that racism is linked to patriarchy (1258). On the other hand, feminists oftentimes perpetuate 
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stereotypes and allege that domestic violence is an issue that primarily occurs in minority or poor 
communities (1259). These depictions of violence naturalize women of color’s experiences with 
violence. Yet, when domestic violence is addressed in public discourse, the experiences of 
violence by women of color are ignored while white women victims receive help and support. 
Crenshaw argues that both antiracist and feminist perspectives disregard the racialized and 
gendered identities of women of color and uses the concept of intersectionality to describe the 
various ways in which race and gender shape Black women’s experiences (1244). 
Beatriz Nascimento contributes to our understanding of Black bodies and resistance. By 
drawing on Yoruba religious deities, she regarded the body as a “political site” and as a 
“quilombo space” where the body becomes the place manifesting continuity between Africa and 
the Americas. She writes, “Each individual holds the power, [is the power]. Each person is the 
quilombo” (Smith 2016b). Furthermore, she conceives of “quilombo” as a verb that means “to 
resist” oppression or to fight for freedom. Therefore, Black women are quilombos, and Black 
women can quilombo. Black feminists’ quilombo (v.) by centering identity politics and 
developing new language. 
These are only a few examples of many others that serve to demonstrate how Black 
Feminists development of new language is informed by identity. Black Feminist scholarship 
embraces the personal and deeply political. Through the entanglement of research, identity, and 
activism, Black Feminists respond to egregious acts and systems that harm Black women by first 
addressing those harms and giving words to Black women’s experiences. 
Breaking with Misrepresentations: Indigenous Perceptions of Identity and Research  
Indigenous decolonial thought has contended for a long time with the entanglement of 
research and identity. Years of research has prompted sharp Indigenous critique about doing 
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research on Indigenous communities As a community that has been overly studied, Indigenous 
peoples have had to resist portrayals of themselves by others while making space to represent 
themselves and advance Indigenous realities. 
Defending identity 
Indigenous decolonial thinkers boldly confront, and at times decry, representations of their 
communities by researchers by critiquing previous portrayals of Indigenous communities and 
making space to represent themselves. Indigenous peoples wrestle with the colonial legacy of 
research, such as anthropology, where Indigenous peoples were presented as research objects or 
passive subjects. Deloria (1969) even provocatively remarked that Indigenous peoples are 
“cursed” more than others because we have anthropologists who tend to see us as mere “objects 
of observation” (78, 94). His remark points at larger issues underscoring coloniality, the process 
of knowledge production, and researchers’ authority as experts over Indigenous peoples’ lives.
This tenuous relationship between Indigenous peoples and research even prompted Tuhiwai 
Smith (2012) to write Decolonizing Methodologies, in which she had the objective of 
“[disrupting] the relationship between researchers (mostly non-indigenous) and researched 
(indigenous)” (21). Smith acknowledges that her own communities regard researchers as telling 
half-truths or lies that misrepresent their worlds (21). 
Other Indigenous scholars echo similar observations and are justifiably critical of 
misrepresentations of their communities by researchers. Audra Simpson (2007) insists on the 
necessity for “the sovereignty of the [Indigenous] people we speak of [to] interrupt 
anthropological portraits of timeliness, procedure and function that dominate representations of 
their past and sometimes, their present’ (2007, 68). In other words, there is a necessity to disrupt 
or change the portraits created about us as Indigenous peoples. About the portraits of Indigenous 
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peoples, Deloria (1969) observes that, “Not even Indians can relate themselves to this type of 
creature who, to anthropologists, is the ‘real’ Indian. Indian people begin to feel that they are 
merely shadows of a mythical super-Indian” (82). Furthermore, he writes that these portraits and 
shadows “handicapped” Indigenous youth’s ability to develop their own thoughts about 
themselves and insists on making space for creative thought (1969). 
McAnany (2016) also acknowledges the imposing shadow, oftentimes created by 
archaeologists and anthropologists, on Indigenous peoples. Her work considers the ways 
contemporary descendants such as Maya cultural activists are reshaping the shadow of the 
ancient Maya to build the present and future (2016, 72, 74). An important yet underappreciated 
contribution of Indigenous decolonial thinking is the way these scholars critique research about 
them and explain how these portraits have created shadows on their own identities. Furthermore, 
by confronting these portrayals, Indigenous peoples and scholars avidly make space to represent 
ourselves.  
Advancing Indigenous realities 
Not only do Indigenous scholars confront misrepresentations and unfair portrayals of 
themselves, but they also advance Indigenous realities and perspectives on identity. Indigenous 
scholars oftentimes acknowledge the importance of communicating their community’s struggles 
for survival.  Ranco (2006) expresses that he “sought to capture anthropological ‘skills,’ 
understand [his] place in the world, and help [his] community communicate our struggles for 
survival” (61). Even though Indigenous scholars have been critical of research, they also 
acknowledge that research can shed light on key issues affecting Indigenous communities. 
Indigenous research, however, is “more than a representational problem or a superficially 
representational problem” (Simpson 2007, 68). In other words, Indigenous research is not just 
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about representation for representation’s sake. Instead, Indigenous scholarship goes beyond the 
representational and must address Indigenous survival, recognition, and sovereignty (Simpson 
2007). Simply put, it is about ensuring Indigenous survival and asking the questions that matter 
to us.  
A notable example of research advancing Indigenous realities is a U.N. report, written by 
prominent Indigenous rights organizations in 2020, which highlighted the ways Indigenous 
peoples’ rights have been violated through the immigration system (Indigenous Alliance 2020). 
The report examines the ways in which many Maya migrants have been denied due process, and 
their identities as “Indigenous” have been erased by being categorized as “Latino” or “Hispanic.” 
(Indigenous Alliance 2020, 3). The problem is not only the erasure, but what has ensued because 
of it. Being categorized erroneously has led to language exclusion since migrants’ Indigenous 
language needs are not acknowledged and therefore, not met. 
The lack of recognition has led to the deaths of Indigenous children held in custody by the 
U.S. Customs and Border Protection; migrants not having their basic or even urgent medical 
needs met; Indigenous women are increasingly vulnerable to sexual assault or abuse; and general 
silence from the inability to report incidents due to language exclusion (8-11). The goal of the 
report is to call attention to this abuse and insist that the United States protects the rights, 
wellbeing, and dignity of Indigenous people in detention (14). In doing so, they draw on 
Indigenous forms of knowledge which includes their work with Native elders, Indigenous rights 
activists and advocates, human rights lawyers and researchers, and Indigenous leaders to 
advocate for Maya migrants. 
Similar to the feelings of frustration and tiredness from other’s portrayals of Indigenous 
people, Cocom (2005, 2008) expresses that anthropologists have overwhelmingly defined who 
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are “the Maya.” Subsequently, he feels tired of “having to define himself within a Western 
imaginary paradigm” (2017, 66). This tiredness leads him to propose iknal (“being present”) as a 
new lens to perceive Maya identity construction. As opposed to ethnogenesis, which approaches 
identity in a constructivist manner, iknal understands Maya identity as more fluid and dynamic 
(2017). The U.N. report on Maya migration and Cocom’s work on iknal demonstrate how 
Indigenous people use research to make their experiences and perspectives of identity known. 
Also, it highlights the ways Indigenous people struggle for survival and recognition. 
Moving away from identity in activist anthropology 
I found an intellectual home in Black Feminism and Indigenous scholarship because of the 
ways that identity is activated in a critical and thoughtful way. In doing so, these traditions 
transform the production of knowledge because it leads to insightful and necessary language, 
theories, and scholarship. Activist anthropology has deepened my thinking on the role of identity 
in knowledge production through its emphasis on solidarity in politics rather than just identity 
politics. Activist anthropology’s move towards a shared politics and away from identity politics 
opens up the possibility of creating differently positioned knowledge. This approach to 
knowledge production shifts the type of knowledge that we produce and for whom. 
When identity politics takes a backseat 
Activist anthropology does not center identity; instead, it takes a backseat, and political 
alignment with people engaged in a struggle is key in knowledge production. Political alignment 
is “align[ing] oneself with a political struggle while carrying out research on issues related to that 
struggle” (Hale 2006, 98). In other words, political alignment is about identifying shared political 
goals and incorporating them in the research process. 
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In addition to political alignment, solidarity also emerges as another key concept in this 
work. Activist anthropologists draw from Chandra Mohanty’s (2003) definition of solidarity as 
“mutuality, accountability, and the recognition of common interests” as the basis for 
relationships among diverse communities (7). Rather than assuming an enforced commonality of 
oppression, the practice of solidarity foregrounds communities of people who have chosen to 
work and fight together” (2003,7), see also Perry (2009) and Speed (2007). Solidarity as 
mutuality and accountability and built on common interests is key in activist research, necessary 
in forging relationships and building community based on shared commitments and values. For 
example, Hale’s research (2006) on Black and Indigenous land rights with Awas Tingni activists; 
Goldstein’s work (2014) on deportation and Latinx immigration with immigrant rights 
organizers in New Jersey; and Speed’s solidarity work (2007) with Zapatistas in Chiapas, 
Mexico. This work encourages me to make clear my political alignments with a community and, 
to an extent, recognize how I am an outsider at home too. 
Although identity is not at the center, it is acknowledged as part of the research process. 
Gordon writes, “as activist critical intellectuals we are compelled by our politics and 
positionalities to work together to articulate scholarship and activism” (2007, 93). This statement 
resembles the sense of duty Black Feminists strongly identify with in their work which is no 
surprise, given that certain Black Feminists also trained in activist anthropology (Berry et al. 
2017, Caldwell 2007, Perry 2020). Although identity politics and positionality may be in the 
metaphorical backseat, it is still present, and it matters. 
Activist anthropology requires constant reflexivity about one’s positionality in relation to the 
communities in which one works. Reflexivity recognizes power relations that exist in the 
research relationship which includes the researcher’s race, class, gender, and political and 
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economic situatedness in relation to those with whom he/she works (Speed 2007, 7). 
Additionally, reflexivity considers how these intersecting identities affect the research and 
analysis (2007). For example, Stuesse (2016) reflects how her race, gender, class, linguistic, and 
other identifications influenced how other perceived and interacted with her (230). These 
different axes of identity facilitated and constrained her fieldwork, and she concludes that all 
positioning necessarily shapes what we see and our ways of knowing (234). Political alignment, 
solidarity, and reflexivity are ways in which activist anthropologists critically understand their 
identity in relation to their work in communities. The contribution of activist research is that it 
makes political alignment and constant reflexivity explicit and necessary in their work.  
Weaving Black Feminist, Indigenous, and activist anthropological theory together
Black Feminism, Indigenous scholarship, and activist research all grapple with the 
entanglement of identity, research, and activism. Identity politics plays a central role in Black 
Feminism and Indigenous scholarship. Black Feminists center the experiences of Black women 
and girls in their work which informs their politics and activism. Furthermore, Black Feminists 
demonstrate how centering identity leads to the development of new language and theories to 
describe their experiences. Indigenous scholars confront misrepresentations of their communities 
and advance Indigenous realities and perspectives on identity. Both traditions understand that 
incorporating identity is more than just representational. Rather, research and identity can be 
transformative and necessary because it can elucidate invisible systems and structures and 
develop new ideas about realities and lifeways that would otherwise be marginalized. 
Activist anthropology does not center identity in the same way as the other two traditions.  
Nevertheless, activist anthropology demonstrates how to practice politically engaged research by 
emphasizing solidarity and political alignment. Additionally, by highlighting solidarity, activist 
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research explores potential limits to identity politics in research. For example, activist researcher 
Shannon Speed (2007) explains that she did not identity as Indigenous to the Indigenous people 
she researched with in Chiapas. She writes, “an attempt to align with them politically on this 
basis, even if it had been possible, would have served to occlude the power dynamics inherent in 
our alliance.” (2007, 6). By centering solidarity instead, Speed necessarily reminds us that 
identity is more than race, gender, or nation. This reminder aligns with the role of reflexivity in 
activist research, which entails a deep reflection about the researcher’s positionality such as the 
researcher’s race, class, gender, and political and economic situatedness. Together, these 
traditions reserve a space for identity politics in research and reimagine solidarity. These 
positions help form my approach to the questions of the relationship between identity, research, 
and activism. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESPONSIBILITIES TO COMMUNITY
The possibilities of community 
Community is what brought me to my doctoral program in Anthropology. Watching my 
father work for decades with Maya peoples and being personally involved in local organizations, 
non-profits, grassroots initiatives, anti-racist circles, advocacy, and schools for years made me 
committed to learn how communities can be engaged in the research process. These myriad of 
experiences taught me how to effectively work in collectivities and the value of building 
community power. This work requires active listening, a willingness to learn, seeking 
understanding, and honoring people’s dignity. 
Additionally, these experiences made me wary of misty-eyed accounts that romanticize 
working with communities because it is difficult as it is powerful. It can also be confusing, and 
frustrating. These experiences inform my approach to include community in research because 
necessary knowledge is produced collectively in these settings. This awareness fuels my 
commitment in acknowledging different forms of knowledge, creating accessible scholarship, 
and ensuring reciprocity and accountability throughout the research process.
Finding the language and scholarship that upholds community in the research process has 
been difficult. However, I slowly built my approach through coursework, mentors, conferences, 
and pertinent literature. In doing so, questions about community and research have emerged such 
as: Where do we place community in the research process? How do we effectively and 
responsibly incorporate community in our work? I found community, as both a theme and for 
fellowship, with activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial scholarship.  
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In building my approach, I draw on these three traditions which address how to work effectively 
and ethically with collectivities or groups of people in research.
I argue that working with communities requires a commitment or responsibility, which is 
exhibited by all three traditions. Involving community in research is neither superficial nor easy 
because it requires a reconfiguration of how we approach and understand research. Furthermore, 
these responsibilities lead to more committed ways of working with and incorporating 
communities in research. In this chapter, I begin by examining how activist anthropologists 
understand and work with collectives of people in struggle for justice. Through their emphasis on 
dialogue and reflexivity, activist anthropology seeks to reconfigure the relationship between the 
researcher and the researched. Black Feminism, on the other hand, approaches the question of 
responsibilities to communities in the role of duty and its perspectives of community as complex 
rather than monolithic. Indigenous decolonial thought addresses the research relationship too but 
as disrupting the rules of research. Also, Indigenous scholarship engages with community by 
claiming voice and silence. Responsibilities to community is understood by all three traditions in 
intersecting yet diverging ways, and these understandings better inform us where community can 
belong in the process of knowledge production. In doing so, we can indeed explore the 
possibilities of community in our work. 
Collectivities and Interlocuters: Shifting Relationships in Activist Research 
A defining feature of activist anthropology is its commitment to work with collectives or 
communities of people engaged in a struggle for justice. According to “The Austin School 
Manifesto,” activist research begins with “an act of political identification and dialogue with 
collective subjects in struggle for relief from oppression, for equality and betterment” (Gordon 
2007, 96). Hale (2008) refers to these collectives as “an organized group of people in struggle” 
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wherein the researcher affirms a political alignment with this entity (97). Additionally, this 
tradition changes the relationship between the researcher and the researched through its methods. 
They recognize how previous anthropological research harmed communities, and this awareness 
drives activist scholars’ focus on critical dialogue with collaborators, acknowledging power 
relations, and dealing with tensions in the research process. 
Working with collectives in struggle for justice
A notable example of working with collectives is Mariana Mora Bayo’s (2017) work on 
Indigenous autonomy with Zapatista communities in Chiapas, Mexico. Prior to her research, 
Mora Bayo was first a member of a solidarity organization, the Comite Emiliano Zapata, during 
her undergraduate years and later, as a sympathizer of EZLN, supported and trained women in 
Zapatista communities using popular education methodologies (2017, 4). After working with 
these communities for several years, she matriculated into a doctoral program where she returned 
to the same region in Mexico to complete her doctoral research. Her research is about everyday 
politics of Zapatista indigenous autonomy which is generated through community, dialogue, and 
shared commitments for social justice (3). Mora Bayo also incorporates elements of Indigenous 
autonomy—community, dialogue, and shared commitments –in the process of conducting 
research. For example, she dialogued with Zapatista leaders for a year on her research proposal 
in order to collectively establish her research questions and methodologies (39).
Mora Bayo excellently demonstrates how activist research works with an organized 
collective engaged in struggle. Stuesse (2016) similarly draws on activist research methods and 
works with a loose collective of activists, advocates, and poultry workers in rural Mississippi 
grappling with questions of worker justice given increased Latino immigration in the area (17). 
Trained at the Austin School, her goals in working with this collective was conceptualizing 
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research as a tool that could bring about social transformation toward greater equality and justice 
(17). Her work with poultry workers in rural Mississippi, however, complicates the 
understanding of aligning with an “organized collective” and reveals that community can be 
amorphous. The collective that she worked with collaborated in founding a workers’ center 
which was overseen by the Equal Justice Center (EJC), a nonprofit legal advocacy organization 
in Austin, Texas. Stuesse observed how the workers’ center eventually became a “project” of the 
EJC and local people felt a minimal sense of ownership of the center (2015, 230).  Eventually, 
discrepancies between community members and those managing the workers’ center emerged, 
and the interests of leaders did not always align with the poultry workers’ own goals  (231). 
Stuesse aptly asks who activist researchers are responsible to: The organization with whom 
collaborative goals have been set? Community members whose lives are most affected by the 
questions under study? Or to a shared, but amorphous, politics of liberation?  Ideally, all three 
strands are “interwoven” but this is not always the case and commitments to all three may be 
more complicated (241). Activist researchers not only work with organized collective but also 
amorphous groups of people. 
Goldstein’s (2014) activist research with a workers’ center and immigrant rights organization 
in New Jersey explores the embodied aspects of working with people engaged in struggle for 
justice. He describes his participation in a political action organized by a workers’ center and 
immigrant rights organization (2014). Local activists and Goldstein created a human chain with 
their bodies and blocked vans leaving the detention center in Elizabeth, New Jersey that 
transported undocumented immigrants to the airport (2014, 840). Experiences like these, 
Goldstein asserts, are oftentimes required in activist anthropology. This type of research 
demands active participation in political action with one’s interlocuters rather than mere 
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observation (Gordon 2007). Although Goldstein does not delve deeply into these themes, he 
remarks on the gendered and racialized aspects of embodied solidarity and hints at the 
vulnerabilities and risks that this type of work can have for certain bodies (e.g. queer, 
undocumented, women, etc.). 
The researcher and the researched 
Activist anthropology demands a shift in the way that anthropological research is conducted. 
Hale (2006) asserts that political alignment in research demands a transformation of our research 
methods. In activist research, research subjects transform to interlocuters and knowledge 
producers. By changing the dynamic of this research relationship, it facilitates a shift in the type 
of knowledge that activist anthropology produces and for whom.  
Rather than viewing communities as “objects” of study or observation, they are understood 
as valid experts and intellectuals with a grasp of their own experiences and reality (Hale 2008). 
Alonso Bejarano et al. (2019) add, “it asks ethnographers to regard their study populations not as 
objects, but as fully equal subjects capable of becoming their own ethnographers. Instead of 
being the ones who know, in other words, anthropologists can allow their historical objects to 
take control of their research process and to benefit from the power that knowledge confers” (8). 
If communities are no longer seen as objects and if their understandings of their experiences and 
lives are valid, then the doors are open in activist anthropology for new knowledge and theories. 
Activist research, thus, imagines itself as “forging links between different knowledges” or “an 
exchange of ideas among differently positioned social actors” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997, 39; 
cited in Stuesse 2016, 237). In this framework, both activists and scholars are necessary and their 
knowledges are both valid. Calhoun (2008) illustrates how weaving scholarship and activism can 
produce differently positioned knowledge, 
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“Housing activists often know more about housing issues than academic researchers. The kind of 
expertise that academics offer will seldom be simply accumulated facts, and especially not about 
the domains in which activists work. But researchers may be able to analyze data in ways that 
reveal previously unseen or at least inadequately demonstrated patterns in the facts. They may be 
able to clarify understanding of some of the broader contexts that influence the specific domains in 
which activists work. They may be able to help activists reflect on their own movements and 
struggles, partly through knowledge of how other struggles have played out. They may bring 
knowledge of tactics to expand the repertoires of activists” (xx).
In this example, the knowledge of both the housing activists and the activist researcher are 
both valuable and necessary. The housing activists’ expertise is not dismissed and add a certain 
tenor to an academic research by making apparent specific issues that people on the ground deal 
with. The researcher may be the one with the titular degree but that does not give them ultimate 
authority over this knowledge. Instead, the activist researcher can reflect on the movement and 
make connections with other struggles that may be unknown by activists on the ground. Rather 
than being incompatible, scholarship and activism can be weaved together in one frame and 
create differently positioned knowledge and insight that extends beyond the university and 
academic interests. This knowledge can also enrich movements, communities, and activist work.  
Undergirding these links and exchange is dialogue, or what Speed (2006) refers to as “critical 
dialogue” which is based on shared commitments. It requires researchers “to acknowledge power 
relations up front, deal with tensions as they arise, and find solutions in dialogue with our 
research subjects” (2006, 74). In other words, critical dialogue helps manifest accountability. 
Mora Bayo clearly demonstrated how dialogue can ensure accountability in the process of 
deciding on agreements with Zapatista leaders on her research project in their communities. If 
activist research is intent on transforming research relationships and producing knowledge that is 
committed to social change, then it makes sense that it must reconstitute the way knowledge is 
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produced. Rather than assuming to be the expert only, activist scholars can ensure reciprocity 
and accountability through dialogue with their interlocuters. 
Duty and Community in Black Feminism 
Black feminists understand responsibility to community as duty. They realize that their 
marginality and the intersections of different oppressions gives them a unique and valuable 
perspective from which there is a duty to not be silent and break silence in multiple ways.. 
Furthermore, Black feminists are clear about the difficulties of working in communities such as 
their understanding of community as complex rather than monolithic. 
The role of duty 
In Black Feminist literature, there is an unsaid, affective drive to do the work that they are 
engaged in. The Combahee River Collective acknowledged this drive when they stated, “We 
realize that the only people who care enough about us to work consistently for our liberation are 
us” (1977, 273).  I understand this affective drive or realization to work towards the liberation of 
one’s community as duty. This call of duty is a feeling of being pulled to address certain issues 
or a calling that one must do more than what is required, needed, or expected and there is also a 
desire to do that work. A similar ethos is found in Indigenous feminist literature about violence 
and sexual assault such as Rigoberta Menchu’s (1984) testimony or Speed’s accounts (2019) of 
migrant Indigenous women’s accounts of violence, migration, and search for better and safer 
futures. However, the role of duty resounds throughout Black Feminism. 
This reverberating duty is made clear by the Combahee River Collective (1983) who assert 
that, “contemporary black feminism is the outgrowth of countless generations of personal 
sacrifice, militancy, and work by our mothers and sisters” (293). This collective makes clear that 
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Black Feminist thinkers do not work in isolation but are continuously in conversation or in 
acknowledgement of those who came before them. This is most clear in the Black Feminist 
practice of listing (to list), “in which Black women name the names of other Black women that 
are doing the work as a way to resist historiographical silencing” (Cooper 2017, 123). By listing 
names, Black Feminists elucidate the contributions of other Black women. Another way of 
sharing Black women’s work is the campaign, Cite Black Women, which Christen Smith 
initiated in 2017. The campaign pushes people to rethink their practice of citation and engage 
more with Black women’s intellectual work (Cite Black Women Collective 2021). Smith 
recognized that Black women scholars were oftentimes overlooked, sidelined, and undervalued, 
so Cite Black Women asks people to rethink the politics of race, gender, and knowledge 
production (Cite Black Women Collective 2021). Similar to listing and Cite Black Women is the 
practice of translating Black women’s work such as Smith’s (2016b) translation of Black 
Brazilian feminist Beatriz Nascimento’s writing from Portuguese to English. According to 
Smith, translating Nascimento’s intellectual contributions addresses the muting of Black women 
from Latin America while also sharing important ideas about gendered racial politics (2016b, 71-
72). 
In addition to listing names, citing Black women, and translating, the role of duty comes 
clear in Perry’s work as acting on the knowledge and information about Black women and 
communities. She reflects on her recognition that Black women have the poorest quality of life 
and worst chance of survival, and this acknowledgment led her to “unite scholarship and political 
action in ways that aim to improve the lives of all black women, "my sisters," as well as myself” 
(2009, 1). As Perry demonstrates, Black Feminism regards intellectual work as essential and 
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even companionate to activism and grassroots work. Radford-Hill (2000) similarly point out that 
Black feminist thought and its discourses cannot be “separated from its activist roots.” 
In another piece, Perry (2012) shares her experience in the community where she has 
researched for years, Gamboa de Baixo, during a violent police raid in the neighborhood. She 
experienced firsthand the everyday practices of police abuse and state violence in that moment. 
This led her to regard ethnography as a way of capturing this everyday violence in Gamboa de 
Baixo. Therefore, she saw ethnography as “a necessary and urgent form of political work” (2012, 
149). Furthermore, she reflected that it was necessary for both activists and researchers to work 
collectively and together speak out about the structures and systems of violence that are faced in 
the community. This type of work, Perry argues, can even aid in dismantling structural 
hierarchies inherent in the fieldwork process too (150). 
Breaking, or disrupting silence, and speaking back is also prominent in the duty-work of 
Black feminists. Both Indigenous peoples and Black women and feminists have struggled and 
fought for recognition as sovereign bodies. A prominent example of breaking silence and 
speaking back as “sovereign humans” (Berry et al. 2017, 546) is the creation of the #MeToo 
movement by Tarana Burke. Before it became a global movement, “me too” was a grassroots 
initiative. In 2007, Burke founded Just Be, an organization that supports survivors of sexual 
abuse. Burke writes, “I wanted to find a way to connect with the black and brown girls in the 
program I ran” (Burke 2017, 1). “Me too” began as a space for young black and brown girls to 
feel safe and focus on healing. This space reflects the larger ways that Black Feminists or Black 
women are engaged in the work of speaking out. 
Burke joins a long legacy of Black women, such as Harriet Jacobs, Mary Church Terrell, 
Sojourner Truth, Anna Cooper, Amanda Berry Smith, Ida B. Wells, Rosa Parks, Recy Taylor, 
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Anita Hill and many others, who have broken silence around sexual violence, from enslavement 
to the present. In her 1861 autobiography, Jacobs documented the sexual exploitation during 
enslavement (McGuire 2019). Ida B. Wells exposed how rape was used as a weapon of terror by 
white men (McGuire 2019). Sexual violence functioned as a way to destroy Black people’s 
bodies and lives during the Reconstruction period (McGuire 2019). By breaking silence, these 
women spoke out about the distinctiveness of Black women’s experiences with the long history 
of sexual violence against them (hooks 2015, 3; Rodriguez 2018). The role of duty in Black 
Feminism involves the practice of listing, translating, citing Black women, doing ethnography, 
and breaking silence. 
Community as complex, not monolithic 
Kia Caldwell (2007) discusses the complexities of working with collective identities. She 
looks at the Black women’s movement in Brazil and the politics of re(constructing) collective 
identities. Caldwell notes that Black women in the movement had trouble organizing across 
differences in class, educational background, sexual orientation, religious practices, and political 
affiliation (164). She profiles “nonactivists,” or Black women who were not involved in the 
movement, who expressed their critiques of activists and their philosophies within the 
movement. One critique was that some activists do not maintain ongoing dialogues or 
relationships with community members nor engage in grassroots work in the area, yet they speak 
for the entire community (171). 
About her work with the Black women’s movement and non-activists, Caldwell suggests that 
“the relationship among identity, experience, and activism is not an automatic one” or that one 
cannot assume immediate solidarity from just identity only. Instead, she suggests that a 
collective identity emerges from group-based experiences to “create the conditions for a shared 
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standpoint that in turn can stimulate collective political action” (Collins 1998, 224, cited in 
Caldwell 2007, 171). In other words, a sense of community is not a given in Black Feminist 
work but rather there must a collective experience in communities from which political action 
can emerge. This is an important reminder to slow down and get to know better the community 
with whom one works rather than assuming a shared politics or solidarity from identity only. 
I have been inspired by Black Feminist thinkers and activists who wrestled with feminism 
and the Black radical tradition. They were unable to forge a shared collective based on gender or 
racial identity only. Instead, they forged other spaces for themselves that clearly recognized their 
intersectional experiences. Black Feminism gave me the language and courage to call out 
hypocritical behavior that I observed in Maya communities in which male leadership would 
celebrate Maya women for carrying culture and tradition on our backs while being aware or 
complicit in sexual assault, homophobia, and sexist mannerisms. As a Maya woman working 
with Maya communities, these contentions with community have helped me be more critical in 
how I personally identify on the ground where I can foreground solidarity over key political and 
social issues rather than just our Mayaness. 
Voices of Disruption in Indigenous Decolonial Thought
Indigenous decolonial thought highlights the importance of claiming one’s voice or speaking 
out. This is apparent in Indigenous women’s testimonies, stories, and writings about violence to 
ensure their people’s survival and safety. There is a long history of Indigenous women leading 
survival in the midst of violence and multiple oppressions. Indigenous women are outspoken 
about genocide, sexual violence, settler colonial violence, and intergenerational trauma. 
Additionally, responsibilities to community is understood as disrupting the rules of research by 
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being aware of previous harmful research practices while developing and engaging in 
methodologies that center Indigenous communities.
Claiming voice 
In the first pages of her testimony, Rigoberta Menchu acknowledges that “words are her only 
weapons” (1984, xi). As an Indigenous woman who witnessed and lived through the Maya 
genocide in Guatemala, Menchu’s testimonio was vital in calling worldwide attention to this 
violence. Tuhiwai Smith (2012) recognizes Indigenous testimonies or testimonio as a form of 
oral evidence to recount an extremely painful event or series of events (241). Testimonies are a 
way that Indigenous peoples speak back to violence. In particular, testimonio is more prevalent 
in Latin America where communities, through narrative form, share collective memory/ies 
(Tuhiwai Smith 2012). Tzul Tzul (2018) notes how Ixil women rebuild their communities by 
sharing their testimonies of sexual violence during the war in Guatemala. By testifying, these 
women helped bring to justice those who had hurt them. Menchu similarly acknowledges that 
her testimonio also depicts shared experiences and realities of other Maya peoples; in doing so, 
she used her voice to make apparent the genocidal violence in Guatemala (1984, xiii). 
Speed (2019) also engages with testimonies of Maya women held in an immigration 
detention facility. She visited incarcerated migrant women who oftentimes wanted to share their 
stories. About these stories, Speed observed, “their power to control their own lives had been 
taken from them repeatedly through acts of violence, and that telling their stories allowed them 
to recover control of that past” (2019, 7). Since the detention facility did not allow pencil nor 
paper, Speed had to “smuggle” out their stories and write them down as soon as she could (2019, 
7). Their stories, according to Speed, reveal how interpersonal violence does not happen in 
isolation; instead, it is interconnected to state violence and settler ideologies about Indigenous 
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peoples and Indigenous women’s bodies (31, 34). Other Indigenous women have also engaged 
with stories to speak back to violence and ensure survival. Archuleta (2006) acknowledges that 
communities are formed when Indigenous women speak because oftentimes their stories reveal 
common struggles against violence and oppression (97). Consequently, she believes that there is 
a responsibility to tell our stories. 
In addition to stories, Archuleta recognizes that writing can be a path to healing because it is 
a way of claiming voice and taking power (2006, 99). Bird (1997) asserts that writing is a form 
of witnessing to colonization and even regards it as a form of testimony. Previously, writing had 
been used as a way to determine what is the past and present and to demarcate history (Tuhiwai 
Smith 2012).  However, writing can be claimed and, subsequently, be cathartic because it can 
confront the past; provide the space for women to make sense of the world and their place in it; 
and better mobilize the future (Archuleta 2006, 89; Bird 1997, 30). Testimonies, stories, and 
writing are ways that Indigenous women claim voice. 
Disrupting the rules of research 
Indigenous decolonial thinkers are cognizant of the tenuous relationship between researchers 
and Indigenous people. This awareness prompts scholars to confront misrepresentations of 
Indigenous peoples by researchers (Ch. 2). Even though Indigenous peoples may be conscious of 
how research can harm communities, many Indigenous scholars (such as: Montejo 2005, Ranco 
2006, Simpson 2007, Tuhiwai Smith 2012) do not discount the value of research. For example, 
Montejo (2005) posits that research with Maya peoples can further revitalization efforts in 
Guatemala and add to the mobilization of Indigenous people seeking self-determination (16). 
Indigenous decolonial thinkers demonstrate their responsibility to communities by identifying 
how previous researched hard Indigenous communities and changing the methodologies and 
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approaches to producing knowledge. In doing so, these scholars demonstrate how to conduct 
research in more responsible and thoughtful ways while being accountable to communities in the 
process. 
In her groundbreaking book Decolonizing Methodologies, Tuhiwai Smith (2012) argues 
about the necessity for disrupting the research process which entails having critical 
understandings of previous research on Indigenous peoples. She traces how imperialism and 
colonialism gave rise to European powers “to ‘see’, to ‘name’ and to ‘know’ indigenous 
communities”  which further prompted travelers and observers to make sense of the Indigenous 
peoples that they saw (120). The Symposium on Inter-Ethnic Conflict in South America (1971) 
further explores the relationship between Indigenous peoples, colonialism, and research by 
delineating ways that researchers, missionaries, and the state have negatively affected Indigenous 
communities. In particular, the Symposium notes how research became “an instrument of 
colonial domination” through its scientific language of other people (1971, 269). Tuhiwai Smith 
similarly views research as ideas and practices “that were embedded in imperial expansionism 
and colonization” (21). 
Other Indigenous scholars similarly pointed out how colonialism influenced the way 
researchers relate to Indigenous peoples. For example, Watkins (2000) observes the immense 
distrust that Indigenous communities have towards archaeologists who oftentimes literally take 
away their finding which can include human remains, objects, and/or knowledge gleaned from 
the research (3). Therefore, some communities under study regard archaeologists as a threat to 
their ancestors (Watkins 2000, 3). 
Indigenous decolonial thinkers (Murphy 2017, Tuck 2009) also warn against creating 
“damage-based research” which involves researching only the damage or violence faced by 
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Indigenous communities. Speed (2016) similarly grapples with telling indigenous women’s 
stories of violence without casting them as victims or falling into a “near-pornographic 
voyeurism” into the suffering of others (178). Tuck (2009) suggests “[suspending] damage” or 
not participating in damage-based research because it reinscribes and reinforces these notions of 
Indigenous communities as broken, depleted, and hopeless (409). Instead, research should exert 
creative energy toward decolonial possibilities (Murphy 2017, 496). Indigenous scholars disrupt 
the research process by describing the ways that research practices has been harmful to 
Indigenous communities. 
In addition to identifying the ways research has adversely affected Indigenous peoples, 
Indigenous scholars also identify and create approaches to research that are more respectful and 
ethical to Indigenous communities. These approaches are explored in Tuhiwai Smith’s 
Decolonizing Methodologies which rethinks how knowledge is produced in Indigenous 
communities and, in doing so, considering the possibilities of social transformation (Smith 2012, 
24). Decolonizing methodologies are concerned with the context in which research problems are 
conceptualized and designed and its implications for its participants and their communities 
(Smith 2012, 19-20). These methodologies respond to Indigenous communities’ criticisms of 
research and seek to promote and support Indigenous communities and their struggles (2012, 21, 
24).  
Most notably, Tuhiwai Smith lists twenty-five ways that Indigenous communities are 
engaged in the research process as a way to struggle for self-determination and take back control, 
which she refers to as “researching back” (40, 239). Examples of researching back include 
storytelling, remembering, connecting, envisioning, democratizing, networking, and sharing 
(2012). An important commonality of these projects is the collaborative nature of these 
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approaches. These approaches center community and break with the notion of a singular 
researcher imposing his/her agenda on a community. 
Decentering the sole researcher resonates with other scholars’ assertion that research should 
prioritize key issues and questions that Indigenous communities want to explore (Deloria 1969, 
Simpson 2007). For example, Simpson (2007) shared the discrepancies between the Mohawk 
community that she worked with and the research about them. Research about the Mohawk 
nation tended to focus on ceremony and tradition, but the community was more concerned with 
nationhood, citizenship, rights, justice, political recognition, and invigorating the Mohawk 
language (2007, 68). Atalay (2012) also explores community-based research practices in 
archaeology that are participatory, ethical, and accountable to people. She draws on community-
based participatory research (CBPR) which is an approach inspired by Orlando Fals-Borda and 
participatory action research (PAR). Like decolonizing methodologies, Atalay centers 
community and also emphasizes the importance of community input, reciprocity, and multiple 
knowledge systems (2012, 59). 
Bringing them together
Activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought illustrate where 
to place community in research and subsequent ways researchers are, or should be, responsible to 
communities. The three traditions distinctly approach the issue of responsibilities to 
communities. Key contributions from each tradition include working with collectives; reshaping 
research relationships; following the role of duty; understanding complexities of communities; 
claiming voice; and disrupting the rules of research. 
These traditions make apparent that incorporating communities in research is difficult and 
requires a shift in how research is done. For example, Indigenous decolonial thinkers are actively 
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aware of previous harmful research practices and disrupting research entails coming up with 
more thoughtful methodologies that are accountable to communities. Similarly, activist 
anthropology confronts its history of colluding with colonial powers through research, and they 
too suggest changing their perception of research subjects as experts and interlocutors. 
Furthermore, activist research acknowledges that this shift in the research relationship enables 
the production of necessary knowledge from different positionings. 
Black Feminism sees their production of knowledge as necessary too. This duty enables 
Black Feminists to list the names of other Black women thinkers, cite Black women, do 
ethnography, and break silence. However, this duty does not necessarily belong specifically to 
Black Feminists and other scholars from different traditions can take on these practices too. 
Indigenous decolonial thinkers are responsible to their communities by claiming voice through 
testimonies, stories, and writing. Together, activist research, Black Feminism, and Indigenous 
decolonial thought demonstrate the possibilities of working with communities to produce new, 
necessary knowledge; transform research methods; and better relate to communities with whom 
we work.
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CHAPTER 4: CRITIQUE, CREATE, AND BEYOND
Introduction 
Following my undergraduate graduation in 2015, I have been working intermittently with the Maya 
community in Morganton in different capacities such as a youth mentor, interpreter, advocate, and even 
as a driver. At the beginning of 2020, I accepted a position as a community organizer with the Western 
North Carolina Workers Center (WNCWC). This position would bring me closer to the Maya 
community while also providing me the opportunity to work on shared social justice issues that 
mattered to both community members and me. After a couple of months as an organizer, we formed a 
women’s group that met monthly. Before the group started meeting, I worked with two women on staff 
at WNCWC to co-develop a curriculum to guide our work with women workers. 
At the Asheville office in early January, we began planning the activities that WNCWC would host 
for the entire year. Staff broke up in two groups, and I worked with two women organizers in 
developing the curriculum for the group. A major theme we decided to broach was sexual and gender-
based violence and trauma. This issue surfaced and resurfaced year after year at the annual women’s 
retreat that is hosted each summer in early August. While we were discussing the proposed curriculum, 
we considered the topic of “self-esteem” in our workshops. However, one woman organizer pointed out 
that we cannot address “self-esteem” without recognizing systems of oppression and violence and the 
ways that they affect self-esteem or even cause low self-esteem. Essentially, she was asking us to 
consider what systems of oppression could be obscured with a hyper focus on self-esteem. We 
subsequently decided to build a collective analysis of systems of oppression with the women’s group 
and discuss how they affect our daily lives as Latinx, Indigenous, and women of color workers. 
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Our goal was to collectively identify the root of problems with “self-esteem” and have more clarity 
on how to address them. We realized that causes of low self-esteem, sexual violence, and physical 
violence, for example, are not isolated nor are they the survivors’ fault. We understood them as 
interconnected to other forms of violence and oppression. Therefore, by addressing and understanding 
systems of oppression in relation to issues we face, we were hoping to reimagine what it meant to be a 
survivor and to resist as we protect ourselves, our bodies, our children, our community, our present, and 
our future. 
My work with women at the workers center leads me to questions about the ways we critique, 
create, and build. At the workers center, we were working towards confronting violence, working in 
solidarity with communities, linking knowledge and action, and building a better world right now. This 
work helped me clarify inquiries about how we critique, create, and build which are also explored in 
Black Feminism, Indigenous scholarship, and activist anthropology.
Each tradition can teach us a different way to imagine and practice research. They are all invested 
in critiquing various structures and systems of power and oppression yet are equally or more invested in 
creating a different and better world, an oft-used phrase in each tradition. In other words, these 
traditions deliberate how critique can yield new possibilities. These traditions inform my own 
anthropology, which is responsible to communities, values identity politics, and seeks to create and 
build. In this chapter, I consider how Black Feminism, Indigenous decolonial scholarship, and activist 
anthropology move beyond critique to create and build.  
Black Feminist thought approaches the question of creating in its emphasis on building another 
world that is safer and more just for Black women and confronting violence as knowledge producers 
rather than individual survivors. This is distinct from Indigenous scholarship, which focuses on 
highlighting Indigenous survivance and building community power. Additionally, Indigenous 
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decolonial thought necessarily addresses sovereignty, which includes making visible settler repression 
on Indigenous peoples and insisting on land redistribution. Activist anthropology intersects with these 
traditions in building another world, with an emphasis on moving beyond critique toward action and 
work in the service of liberation. 
In this chapter, I began by looking at how Black Feminists understand creating. Then I examine 
Indigenous survivance and sovereignty. Finally, I look at how activist anthropology finds ways to link 
knowledge and action. I conclude by reiterating how these three traditions’ shared contributions 
become part of my epistemological position in approaching the question of moving beyond critique in 
order to create. 
Building and Confronting: Black Feminist Lessons on creating  
Create comes from the Latin word “creat” which means “produced.” Create has also been used to 
describe divine or supernatural beings that “bring something into existence.” This latter definition 
seems perfectly apt to describe the process of creating in Black Feminism. These activists and scholars 
are divinely building and creating their idea of another world while also confronting existing violence 
as collectives. Many Black feminists have acknowledged that they do their intellectual and public work 
because otherwise, no one else would do it for them. Furthermore, this drive and politics to create also 
comes from “a healthy love for ourselves, our sisters, and our community, which allows us to continue 
our struggle and work” (Combahee River Collective 1983, 273). Black women show up for other Black 
women. By building on the back of their sisters whose work gives life to their own, they create. In 
particular, Black Feminism understands creating as building another world that is better and more 
equitable for Black women which entails changing values and norms. Creating is also confronting 
violence as knowledge producers rather than individual survivors. Black Feminism teaches us what 
happens when we critique, create, and build. 
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Building a better future for Black women in the present 
Black Feminists make it clear what they are creating. It is about working towards liberation 
(Combahee River Collective 1983, hooks 2009, Lorde 1984) and building a better future in the present 
for all Black women and girls (Cooper 2019, Smith 1983). It is about acknowledging the hurt, pains, 
violence, and damage that is oftentimes done to Black women and finding ways to create a better, safer 
future that ends these oppressions. Perry’s work embodies this sentiment. She acknowledges the high 
rates of HIV/AIDS, maternity mortality, and unemployment that many Black women face. These 
realities only add more strength and tenor to her goal of “[uniting] scholarship and political action in 
ways that aim to improve the lives of all black women, "my sisters," as well as myself” (Perry 2009, 2). 
hooks (2015) also necessarily reminds readers to not dismiss Black women’s oppression by 
romanticizing or glorifying their struggles through the image of the “strong” Black woman and mother. 
She writes, “Endurance is not to be confused with transformation” (2015, 6). In other words, facing 
oppression is not the same as overcoming oppression. Instead, working towards human liberation 
involves centering Black women and girls, rather than just responding to the violence. It is also about 
manifesting a future of safety and liberation as much as possible in the present. 
Brittany Cooper (2019) sums this up best, “Black feminism is not a reactionary project. It is not 
about the damage that white girls do. Not solely or primarily. Black feminism is about the world Black 
women and girls can build, if all the haters would raise up and let us get to work” (36). Black Feminism 
is about building another world, something better, more just, more equitable for Black women because 
if we do, then, according to the Combahee River Collective, all people will benefit too (1983). Creating 
involves critique and bearing in mind the different forms of violence and oppressions Black women 
face, yet it is also keeping an eye on the future and building a more just, equitable present right now. It 
is about carrying the future wherever you may go and working towards the future each day. 
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Part of creating is a change in our values system. Creating, according to Black Feminism, is 
imagining a world that does not reproduce the same racist, sexist patriarchal norms. This type of 
building inadvertently involves a change in norms and values. As Berry et al. point out, the mere 
presence of women does not guarantee a critical feminist ethos, since women scholars are also 
socialized to reproduce and perform patriarchal norms (2017, 558). bell hooks makes this point 
abundantly clear. She examines why the Civil Rights Movement fell short in fighting sexist oppression 
in its search for racial justice. According to hooks, “Black activists defined freedom as the right to 
participate as full citizens in U.S. culture, not as rejecting the value system of that culture” (2015, 5). 
With this in mind, hooks invites us to create a new value system that is not rooted in white supremacy 
nor in the patriarchy. Black Feminism teaches us that creating is an active cycle of critiquing what is 
around us while also creating, sometimes out of nothing, a better world that is safer, kinder, more just, 
and equitable to Black women and subsequently all people too.
Confronting violence as knowledge producers  
Black Feminism underscores the historical legacy of Black women confronting violence as 
knowledge producers. The Combahee River Collective specifically situates Black Feminism in the 
historical reality of Black women’s life-and-death struggle for survival and liberation (19837, 271). 
They assert that there have always been Black women activists who have made apparent Black 
women’s life situation and political struggles (272). They acknowledge that “contemporary black 
feminism is the outgrowth of countless generations of personal sacrifice, militancy, and work by our 
mothers and sisters” (1983, 272). The Collective makes clear that Black women have long engaged in 
the work of confronting violence as knowledge producers. 
An important aspect of Black Feminism is its openness to thinkers and activists who are not housed 
in the university setting. Cooper (2017) researches the long trajectory of Black women engaging in 
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knowledge production. Similar to the Collective, Cooper acknowledges how Black Feminist 
intellectual work was housed first in activist spaces and their public work before moving into the 
academy (2017). The work of Tarana Burke and the #metoo movement is an example of how Black 
Feminism empowers individual Black women survivors to confront violence as knowledge producers 
(Burke 2017, McGuire 2019, Rodriguez 2018). Similarly, the Movement for Black Lives confronts acts 
of violence happening in Black communities, and this movement was spearheaded by three queer Black 
women.
In her memoir When They Call You a Terrorist, Patrisse Khan-Cullors (2018), one of the BLM 
founders, details the everyday experiences with racism that she, her brothers, and her family 
encountered in Los Angeles which includes frequent acts of police brutality, lack of access to mental 
health services, and constricting poverty. Khan-Cullors (2018) also chronicles the ways that Black love 
and Black community stand with each other. These examples illustrate what confronting violence 
collectively as knowledge producers looks like especially in the context of public work and activist 
spaces outside the university. Her account speaks to larger social issues that Black people face in the 
United States and offers an intimate portrait of one of the BLM founders.
Similar to BLM, Christen Smith (2016a) works with a movement in Brazil for Black lives called 
React or Die! On August 22, 2014, React or Die! organized the II (Inter)National March Against the 
Genocide of Black People which coincided with BLM demonstrations in Ferguson, MO (8). This React 
or Die! (inter)national march also sought to draw attention to the pervasiveness of anti-Black violence. 
In Brazil, police kill roughly six people per day which is 11,197 over the past years whereas in the 
United States, there have been 11,090 people killed by police in the past 30 years (5). React or Die! 
activists respond to deadly anti-Black violence in Brazil and claim that the Brazilian nation-state is 
guilty of genocide against Black people (2016a, 15). Smith also worked with a Black street theater 
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troupe, Culture Shock, which is politically connected to React or Die! The troupe travels across 
Salvador, Bahia in Brazil and their performances deal with the themes of race, violence, and the Black 
body. They perceive theater as a space of political intervention to make visible the mechanisms of 
racism in Brazil (23, 25). Both the React or Die! campaigns and Culture Shock performances are 
further example of how violence is confronted collectively to produce and share necessary knowledge. 
Similar to the work outside the university, there has also been Black Feminist work produced from 
within academia that has collectively sought to produce knowledge that also confronts violence too. 
Rooted in Black Feminist theory and inspired by Indigenous decolonial thinking, the fugitive 
anthropology collective acknowledges how it can come together to address violence and injustices, a 
theme in Black Feminist thought. Speaking directly to sexual violence towards women researchers in 
the field, the collective writes, “Confronting violence not just as individual survivors, but as knowledge 
producers enhances our collective struggle” (Berry et. al 2017, 560). Their work is powerful not just 
because it called out the vulnerabilities that Black, Indigenous, and women of color researchers face in 
the field, but because of the knowledge that is gleaned from the collective writings. They call attention 
to Black, Indigenous, and people of color’s corporeal realities, the collective responsibility of 
anthropology, and making space for their experiences to be heard. 
The powerful aspect of confronting violence by creating collective knowledge is that people who 
have been victimized or violated are not merely victims nor survivors. It is about being a subject not 
subjected nor an object to different forms of violence (Caldwell 2007). Instead, there is an opening for 
this experience and knowledge to be shared collectively. By sharing these accounts of violence and 
harms, it makes the liberatory work of eliminating these harms and creating a better future possible. 
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Survivance, Resistance, and Community Power: Indigenous Understandings of creating  
Referring to the swell of Indigenous protest about the North Dakota Access oil pipeline, Lakota 
historian and activist LaDonna Bravebull Allard remarked, “We should not have to fight so hard to 
survive on our own lands” (2016, 4). Bravebull Allard was one of the founders of the Dakota Access 
Pipeline protests, and her comment and work speak to themes of creating within Indigenous decolonial 
thought: survivance, resistance, and community power. 
Indigenous survivance 
A key contribution of Indigenous scholarship is survivance, a term that signifies survival plus 
resistance (Vizenor 1999; Speed 2019, 119). Speed remarks that survivance is more than just agency. It 
is about renouncing being solely defined by dominant powers and/or tragedy and refusing to live in 
fear. Although survivance may not be a term that all Indigenous decolonial thinkers employ, the idea of 
renouncing dominant powers and/or tragedy is a theme in this tradition. Important contributions of 
Indigenous scholarship is the ways they make visible and critique settler repression on Indigenous 
people. 
Murphy’s (2017) work examines environmental pollution in Toronto, Canada. She describes 
how polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) travel throughout the earth and contaminate the water 
system and us too. Steel mills, (de)industrialized zones, and petrochemical refining locations in 
both the United States and Canada have contributed to this contamination. PCBs are slow to 
decompose, extend into the food chain, and concentrate in fatty tissue. They can alter gene 
expression which can carry over into future generations. She describes how the Women’s Earth 
Alliance and the Native Youth Sexual Health Network (NYSHN) created toolkits as part of their 
Violence on the Land, Violence on Our Bodies report. The toolkits, distributed to community 
networks to spread knowledge about environmental violence against Indigenous women and 
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youth, included a set of stencils that portrayed lungs with images of violent infrastructure of 
extractive colonialism in them. In their art, Indigenous activists attributed environmental harm to 
extractive industries like fracking, mining, and gas/oil. Even though PCBs have altered the water 
system and even human gene expression, Murphy asserts that this campaign teaches us that life 
forged in chemical violence can be life open to something else, and we should work towards 
defending sovereignty right here and now (2017, 500). 
Survivance is also about healing and moving forward, painfully at times, and resisting and 
surviving. Stephens and Speed beautifully capture this understanding of survivance in the concluding 
pages of their book on Indigenous women and violence. They write, 
“Indigenous peoples have survived centuries of settler-generated pandemics and settler-capitalist 
caging. They have fought for centuries to retain lifeways that are distinct. It is our hope, as we close 
this book, that beyond the pandemic, our countries will look to Indigenous people for the 
knowledge that is needed to move beyond settler capitalism, potentially saving our planet and our 
species in the process. In the meantime, we wish Indigenous women everywhere success in their 
fight for justice and an end the violence that cages them.” (Stephens 2021)
While violence may still inform our lives, we refuse to live in fear. Elizabeth Archuleta (2006) explores 
this theme in her work and writes, “An Indigenous feminist ethos of responsibility compels Indigenous 
women to write and speak to ensure survival, to empower, and, most of all, to heal” (90). Survivance 
does not mean that we ignore or dismiss violence or systems of oppression. Rather, it is about 
understanding violence in order to ensure our survival and improve our conditions of living. Archuleta 
similarly points out that healing and empowerment cannot take place until we identity the sources of 
our oppression (2006). 
We do this work because we hope to make present conditions better for others and for future 
generations. An important aspect of Indigenous survivance is our commitment to our communities and 
relatives. It is about acknowledging the pain, harm, violence, and oppressions, while also undoing these 
processes and envisioning and enacting a better life as a community right now. Archuleta calls such 
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reflection as “backward-looking” journeys where Indigenous women look with a critical eye to the past 
for guidance, strength, knowledge, wisdom, and experience in order to better shape our present and 
future journeys (2006, 96). Survivance requires similar backward-looking because we are hoping to 
build step by step a less violent world for Indigenous women, children, and other beings too. 
Resistance and Community Power
There is a sense of fighting and defending in Indigenous understandings of creating. These 
perceptions of creating are most apparent in Indigenous social movements such as #NoDAPL 
and grassroots work on environmental issues, climate justice, and land redistribution. 
David Archambault II (2016), the chairman of the Standing Rock Sioux tribe, described how 
the Sioux tribes came together to oppose the construction of a $3.7 billion oil pipeline which 
would cut across their treaty lands and ancestral burial grounds. Additionally, the proposed route 
would carry 450,000 barrels of crude oil and cross twice under the Missouri River, which 
provides water for millions of people (2016). There was great possibility of contamination of the 
water system by the Dakota Access pipeline. Nick Estes (2016) examines how the Sioux nation 
has a long history of resistance against trespasses by settlers, dams, and pipelines across the 
Missouri River. Protection of water and land from capitalistic pursuits defines Indigenous 
resistance. Furthermore, Estes adds that Native sovereignty protects everyone’s rights. For 
example, by stopping the construction of the Dakota Access pipeline, they protect the Missouri 
River, a water source for millions of people. 
Indigenous youth involved in climate justice highlights resistance and community power. 
According to Xiuhtezcatl Roske-Martinez, a sixteen-year-old Indigenous activist, “Climate 
change is the defining issue of our time” (Dhillon 2016). They mobilize other young people 
through school-based presentations, legal challenges, eco hip hop, and public talks. The distinct 
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feature of Indigenous climate change youth activists is their focus on the connection between 
colonialism and climate change. For example, the Native Youth Sexual Health Network’s 
(NYSHN) report titled “Violence on the Land, Violence on our Bodies” makes explicit the 
connection between violence on the land and body. Environmental violence is tied to processes 
of conquest and colonization. According to a NYSHN youth participant, the root problem with 
climate change is “the occupation of our territories and these anti-Indigenous world views that 
see the natural world as separate from human existence” (Dhillon 2016). These young leaders 
assert that colonial violence brought about the ruination of the planet in the first place yet this 
reality has been obscured. The invisibilization of colonial powers in climate change fuels their 
public work on climate justice. 
Young activists make clear that climate justice is not just about the climate but also an anti-
colonial fight over the seizure of land and its commodification for the pursuit of profit (Dhillon 
2016). Part of Indigenous understandings of creating and building involves the role of land 
redistribution. Tuck and Yang (2012) make this point clear when they remind readers what is 
actually meant by the term decolonization, the repatriation of Indigenous land and life (1). They 
list the different ways that the term decolonization has moved away from its actual definition 
especially since “decolonizing the Americas means all land is repatriated and all settlers become 
landless” (2012, 27). Tuck and Yang acknowledge how this definition would prompt “settler 
anxiety” or unsettle non-Indigenous people living on Indigenous land. In an interview Estes 
(Serpe 2019) points out that people think decolonization would mean getting kicked off the land, 
or that  Indigenous people would do to them what they did to Indigenous people in the past. 
Instead, he asserts that decolonization is a conversation that we need about who owns the land, 
our relationship to it, and what a future decolonized society will look like. Estes states, “We 
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understand as Indigenous people that we have to work with non-Indigenous people out of mere 
survival. Decolonization isn’t an Indian problem. It’s everybody’s problem” (2019). 
Situating Critique and Creating in Activist Anthropology
Activist anthropology moves beyond critique toward action. This shift is best understood in the 
distinction between cultural critique and activist research within anthropology. By weaving scholarship 
and activism together, activist research lends itself to work towards human liberation. 
Moving beyond critique and toward action 
A crucial contribution of activist anthropology is its move from critique and toward action. In its 
move towards action, activist anthropologists raise important points about how we produce knowledge. 
In his notable article on moving from critique, Hale (2006) distinguishes activist research from cultural 
critique. According to Hale (2006), cultural critique is “an approach to research and writing in which 
political alignment is manifested through the content of the knowledge produced, not through the 
relationship established with an organized group of people in struggle” (98). It proposes to champion 
the desires of subaltern people yet fails to transform its research methods to achieve these ends (2006). 
Activist research, on the other hand, is a method that involves political alignment with an organized 
group of people in struggle and allows dialogue throughout the research process from conception to 
dissemination of the results (2006, 97). 
Speed (2006) explains that both cultural critique and activist research emerged as two notable 
currents, among others, in anthropology when the discipline came under fire for its construction of 
“others” and its validity to claim knowable truths (66). She also adds that cultural critique became a 
way for anthropologists to retreat to the theoretical and textual and avoid “messier engagements” with 
vocal research subjects (2006, 66). Activist anthropology, however, developed collaborative 
approaches that took on the responsibility of the effects of research on interlocuters, sought to address 
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the tenuous relationship between researchers and the researched, and worked towards human liberation. 
Given these differences, Speed nevertheless suggests an approach of “collaborative research that 
merges activism and cultural critique” is needed (2006, 67). Hale similarly writes that advocates of 
cultural critique and activist research need each other as allies (2006, 99). Even though both Hale and 
Speed draw out the difference between cultural critique and activist research, they put forward that 
these two approaches need to work together. 
 Other activist scholars grapple with how to bring these approaches together. Juris and 
Khasnabish’s (2013) edited volume considers the multitude of ways to bridge research and activism. As 
researchers who situate themselves in movements or struggles, they note how research must become 
more strategic in order to contribute to and support political work (25). Osterweil (2013) similarly 
bridges activism and research and observes that values and logics (such as complexity, critique, 
questioning, investigating, deconstructing, and writing) that are valorized within academic practices are 
also valued and needed in movements (602). Additionally, in her own work, she observes that 
movements not only embrace these values, but also see sophisticated theoretical and philosophical 
interrogations as vital to their political work too (608).
Like Osterweil, Goldstein (2014) sees both action and theory as intertwined. He considers the work 
of activists and social movements as a “form of material political praxis” from which to develop new 
understandings of the world and alternatives (839).  He is confident in the possibilities of “[remaking] 
the world through engaged political action” (839). Mora Bayo (2017) explores these possibilities that 
Goldstein alludes to in her work. In her work, some women from the focus groups, upon hearing stories 
about pain and suffering, felt encouraged and invigorated to continue organizing and fighting (58). 
Also, after publication, Mora Bayo continued working on parts of the book since Zapatista community 
members wanted to include that knowledge in their secondary school’s curriculum. 
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Alonso Bejarano et al. (2019) similarly explore moving beyond critique and toward action. Their 
research project seeks to understand undocumented immigration in New Jersey through their 
involvement at a local workers’ center and immigrants’ rights advocacy organization (44). The project 
transforms when they meet two local immigrant activists, Lucy and Mirian, who become research 
assistants then ethnographers. For Lucy and Mirian, research has the potential to create more, and they 
use their ethnographic data to create songs and tell stories outside an academic audience (102). 
Drawing on their research, they also created a play as a form of “public political engagement” which 
allowed a larger audience to engage with their research findings about immigrant workers’ rights (105).
Activist scholarship engages more explicitly with the quandary of how to situate critique when 
weaving scholarship and activism together. Hale and Speed demonstrate the merits of moving beyond 
critique towards a more action and activist oriented method. However, they and other engaged scholars 
remind us to not overthrow critique but strategically implement it in the work they do. 
Foregrounding creating in research 
Critique is situated differently in each tradition. Black Feminism sees critiques of systems of 
oppression as necessary, and it oftentimes better informs their work toward liberation. As Cooper 
(2019) clearly stated, Black Feminism is not a reactionary project but rather focuses on building a more 
just world for Black women and girls. The long legacy of Black women working together to confront 
violence and produce necessary knowledge is also indicative of the ways Black Feminists build. 
Traditions of Indigenous survivance are also centuries long (Stephens and Speed 2021). Indigenous 
survivance, as resistance plus survival, is about maintaining our lifeways and envisioning a better life 
for our communities. In ways, survivance is similar to the Black Feminist project of building a better 
world. 
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Additionally, Indigenous decolonial thought understands creating as resistance and community 
power. These contributions are most notable in Indigenous grassroots work on environmental issues, 
climate justice, and land redistribution. They make apparent that these issues that Indigenous 
communities grapple with are not merely Indigenous problems, but they involve everyone else too. 
This reframing makes other people entangled in the problem and, hopefully, also the solutions. 
Responding to critiques by “postcolonial research ‘subjects’” which include Black Feminist thinkers 
and Indigenous scholars, activist anthropology positions itself differently than cultural critique within 
anthropology. This tradition acknowledges the necessity for both critique and action in the research 
process. By demanding that we transform our research methods, activist research acknowledges the 
power for producing differently-situated and uniquely insightful knowledge that is not just academic 
and includes that of the movements to which we are committed.
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CHAPTER 5: BRINGING IT BACK HOME
Homebound 
As a first-year doctoral student, I initially wanted to research transnational community identity 
formation in Maya communities. In particular, I was interested in studying Maya communities in North 
Carolina and Guatemala to observe how generations of Maya youth, both U.S. and Guatemalan-born, 
understand their indigeneity as part of this transnational identity politics. This proposed project 
stemmed from my experiences as a teacher in San Miguel Acatán and a youth mentor in Morganton. 
Youth, according to adults, did not want to be engaged in their studies and culture. However, when I 
worked with my students, I learned that they have their own goals and creative ideas on how they 
perceived their indigeneity. I decided to conduct preliminary research in Morganton to explore the 
activist research possibilities with transnational Maya communities. I posited that my existing and 
extensive relationships in North Carolina would better facilitate these possibilities of politically-
engaged work. With these plans in mind, I moved back home the first week in May 2019. 
However, my experiences in Morganton during the summer led me to shift my focus for future 
research. As I worked with Maya women and youth, the topic of gender-based violence, trauma, and 
healing emerged. As I began to consider these topics even further, it became apparent that I needed a 
helpful theoretical framework that addressed identity, community, and praxis so I could apply it to my 
research and community engagement with violence, trauma, healing, and survivance.
The intersections of activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and Indigenous scholarship 
forge a “theoretical” home for me to articulate my own anthropology. In this thesis, I 
demonstrate that activist research, Black Feminism, and Indigenous  decolonial thought engage
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with the possibilities of identity in politically-engaged scholarship; exhibit a strong responsibility 
to communities; and consider the role of critique and creative possibilities in academia and in the 
world. Each tradition approaches these aspects differently, but together they help me build a 
framework that guides my work. 
This thesis emerges from my study of these bodies of literature over the last two years and 
represents my efforts to find a home in academia amongst them. These traditions also inform the 
way that I approach my role as a researcher in Maya communities. Bringing it back home refers 
to both my preliminary summer research “at home” in Morganton in 2019 and also the ways that 
activist anthropology, Black Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought shape my approach to 
research, my future scholarly pursuits, and my life commitments with Indigenous women, 
trauma, and survivance.  
Research in Morganton 
To be a researcher, again
In my preliminary research in Morganton, my goals were to build relationships in the community; 
determine the feasibility of working with Morganton’s Maya community; engage with my research 
interests in Indigeneity, migrant communities, and identity; and develop a research topic that is of 
interest to community members and me. Since I had been visiting Morganton intermittently over the 
past several years, I wanted to reconnect with community members. I started exploring Morganton as a 
field site in January 2019. I met and connected with Bacilio, who identifies as Maya and is a 
community organizer with the Western North Carolina Workers’ Center (WNCWC), an organization 
that focuses on building power among workers of color in western North Carolina through direct 
action, popular education, and activism. Inspired by activist research methods, I was interested in 
exploring a research relationship with WNCWC. Conversations with Bacilio made apparent that we 
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had shared social justice interests and commitments to migrant Maya communities and youth and 
women leadership and involvement. 
These shared interests prompted our conversation about how we might work together. Bacilio 
expressed that he had been trying to better connect and support women leadership and involvement 
around social justice issues. Additionally, women’s participation also prompted youth involvement in 
organizing. Bacilio indicated that I could help by engaging with workers, especially by conversing with 
women, to learn more about their interests and backgrounds. He explained that he frequently visits or 
calls workers to check in on them or invite them to events. However, Bacilio’s positioning as a 
heterosexual cis-gender man made it difficult for him to relate to the lives and experiences of migrant 
Maya women. Furthermore, his role as an organizer gave him a platform in the community where he 
was seen as a leader, so these gendered power relations in his interactions with women workers also 
contributed to his inability to relate and connect with women workers. By connecting with migrant 
women, he suggested that I could better relate with women workers, encourage women’s participation, 
and provide transportation to and from the events. Collaborating would mostly entail supporting the 
various events and workshops that WNCWC would organize over the summer and also connecting 
more in depth with Maya women and their families. This partnership with WNCWC would help me 
explore my research goals which were to build relationships in the community; determine the feasibility 
of working with Morganton’s Maya community; and explore and develop a research topic that is of 
mutual interest to community members and me. 
In addition to WNCWC, I also worked with Maya community members at St. Charles Catholic 
Church, the local Catholic church in Morganton. Based on Bacilio’s and my observations, I recognized 
that St. Charles also serves as a hub for various social, cultural, and political activities. For instance, 
WNCWC hosted most of its events and workshops at St. Charles, and my later involvement with Maya 
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youth was all based at the Catholic church. As I was reconnecting with community members, I was 
invited to Maya youth and young adult events in Morganton. During May, June, and July, I was 
actively involved in community events, workplace safety trainings, workshops, cultural events, and 
community meetings hosted by WNCWC and Maya community members. For example, at St. Charles, 
I became involved with youth leadership by attending their social gatherings and weekly meetings. My 
involvement led youth leaders to ask me to facilitate a small workshop series on public speaking for 
Maya young women. They were preparing for an event later in the year, and these young women 
wanted to practice public speaking. Oftentimes, my personal relationships with community members 
supported my work with WNCWC. In certain occasions, these relationships helped to bring in new 
members to WNCWC events and identify key community leaders to collaborate with on events. As I 
became more involved with events hosted by WNCWC and by the Maya community at large, I was 
brought back into community. 
Feeling at home?
During the summer, negotiating my identity as a U.S.-born Maya woman who grew up in 
Morganton was thrilling, tricky, confusing, and helpful at times. Being home and doing research at 
home is a strange conundrum. At times, I was warmly greeted and embraced by community members 
who saw me grow up but have not seen me consistently in the past several years. Other times, I was 
met with puzzled glances and queries as to why I was in Morganton since I have not been back for a 
longer period in years. There was a tendency among Maya young professionals who left home to 
pursue higher education to not return to Morganton to live, whether for a short or longer period. I 
suppose that there was an assumption that I, too, would be uninterested in returning to my hometown. 
Befuddlement over my return generally led to great conversations about my commitments to our 
community and my activist research goals in Morganton. Other people knew my family well and were 
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confused about who I was especially when I wore traje, traditional Maya clothing. This apparel 
decision would surprise people in my community because it was uncommon for U.S.-born Maya 
peoples in our community to feel comfortable wearing traje. At times, these assumptions of who wears 
traje and who does not would lead to questions about my place of birth when I was dressed in Maya 
clothing. For example, at a community event where I was wearing traje, one lady approached my 
mother to ask if I recently migrated to Morganton from Guatemala. She had moved to town within the 
past few years, so I had not met her before. She was perplexed in seeing me around town and with my 
family. My mom explained that I frequently wear traje and that I grew up in Morganton but had been 
living elsewhere for school and work. 
Shifting to Indigenous survivance, gender-based violence, and healing 
My desire to work with Maya communities stems from my commitment to add to our 
understandings of being Maya, our culture, our history, and our futures. The act of falling in love 
with our history and culture is an act of resistance to five hundred years of violence that would 
prefer to see us dead or living silently in pain. In particular, I want to be involved in creating a 
safe world for our Indigenous present and future that is full of opportunity and free of sexual 
violence, racial discrimination, internalized racism, alcoholism, intergenerational trauma, family 
separation, and citizenship quandaries while feeling free to embrace our rich culture and history 
on our own terms. These commitments have led me back home to reimagine the ways that I 
articulate the possibility of bringing identity, political engagement, and research together. In 
particular, my responsibility to community led me to engage with activist research, Black 
Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought and bring back those ideas and approaches in my 
work in Morganton. 
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I remained actively involved with Maya and WNCWC events in Morganton. For example, in 
January 2020, a year after my conversation with Bacilio, women organizers at WNCWC finally formed 
a women’s committee. I supported their efforts by sharing resources and information regarding trauma, 
sexual assault, and healing. At a women’s committee meeting, I facilitated a brief body movement 
session before we talked about embodiment and women’s roles in the household. My work with women 
and girls at WNCWC and their growing interest in talking about gender-based violence, trauma, and 
healing led me to consider this topic as more central in my future work. In the following section, I 
explore how activist anthropology, Indigenous decolonial thought, and Black Feminism guided my 
summer research in Morganton in 2019. Additionally, I consider how these traditions pave the way for 
my future research with Indigenous women, trauma, and survivance.  
Applying lessons from activist anthropology
Activist anthropology’s focus on solidarity and political alignment in research influenced the ways 
that I interacted and aligned myself with certain community members. Even though identity plays a 
central role in the work that I do with Maya communities, solidarity and political alignment with the 
people that I worked with was also important. I wanted to center both identity and political alignment in 
my work. Additionally, engaging in constant reflexivity of my race, class, gender, political, and 
economic situatedness in relation to those with whom I worked was necessary. Identifying exclusively 
on being Maya would have overlooked the obvious educational, class, and economic situatedness that I 
have. Similar to activist researcher’s call for constant reflexivity, anthropologists’ theorizing about 
“homework” in relation to “fieldwork” have also discussed the importance of reflexivity even if one is 
researching at home. They add that researchers, even if at home, should not presume that shared traits 
guarantee acceptance or trustworthiness by a community (Jacobs-Huey 2002), but they should be more 
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concerned with how they connect with people to build trust and the quality of their relationships 
(Narayan 1993). 
The multiple ways that activist researchers work with collectives provided a reference for how to 
work with WNCWC.  A few months before I moved back to Morganton for the summer in 2019, I had 
conversations with Bacilio and WNCWC staff about my research plans. These dialogues were 
important in exploring a research relationship with WNCWC and determining if we had shared social 
justice interests. When Bacilio and I met in January 2019, I discussed my commitments to our 
community and my interest in activist research. We had similar commitments to migrant Maya 
communities and youth and women leadership and involvement. We also recognized Maya culture as 
valuable and a possible instrument in galvanizing Maya people’s involvement in social justice and 
organizing. I was thrilled that we had similar interests and commitments from which to build a research 
project. Additionally, being actively involved with WNCWC made it easier to identify community 
members who also shared these interests and commitments because I was put in conversation with 
community members who were already involved.  
Activist research provides a plethora of examples of researchers who move beyond critique and 
towards action which provides support and guidance as I move towards research with Indigenous 
women on trauma and survivance. It also highlights the multiple ways that scholars merge research and 
activism in order to work towards human liberation. Mora Bayo (2017) and Alonso Bejarano et al. 
(2019) demonstrate that our work with communities does not necessarily stop after publication. We are 
reminded that the knowledge that we garner comes from community and can be creatively implemented 
in other ways such as a secondary school’s curriculum, songs, stories, or a play. 
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Indigenous teachings in Morganton and future work 
My desire to engage in activist research with Maya peoples was inspired by other Maya scholars 
(Montejo 2005, Boj-Lopez 2017) who have written about the prospects of building community power 
through research. I was particularly inspired by Boj Lopez’s (2017) research with La Comunidad Ixim, 
a collective of Maya youth in Los Angeles engaged in social justice organizing that centers Maya 
issues. Her work on Maya youth organizing explicitly braided research and activism together, and it 
provided me with a model in how to approach the topic of working with Maya youth on topics about 
identity and community.  
Research in Morganton led to ponderings about the prospects and challenges for research “at 
home.” Indigenous decolonial scholarship provided support and justification—as well as nuanced 
considerations and challenges—for doing research with my home community (Al Hardan 2013; Bishop 
1998; Boj-Lopez 2017; Montejo 2005; Murphy 2017; Ranco 2006; Simpson 2007). Indigenous 
decolonial researchers articulate the importance of identity and community in their scholarship while 
also highlighting ways that we can disrupt the rules of research and advance Indigenous realities and 
epistemologies. 
Indigenous scholars make clear that work with Indigenous women on trauma and survivance are 
difficult. However, Indigenous survivance can also be beautiful and necessary, such as the act of 
wearing traje. For example, over the past decade, I have had a close affinity to traje. When I was 
teaching in San Miguel Acatán, I learned from other Indigenous women that people stopped wearing 
Akateko traje and wore clothing from other Maya municipalities because clothing designs and colors 
were regionally specific. Wearing Maya clothing from elsewhere was a strategy to confuse Guatemalan 
state forces who patrolled San Miguel and surrounding towns during the genocidal period in the 1980s. 
Other women stopped wearing traje to disidentify as Maya and perhaps be less vulnerable to state 
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violence. Over time, Akateko peoples used traje less. Given this political context, wearing traje is an 
act of resistance to centuries of violence enacted on Maya peoples, and traje is homage to our 
survivance. The long history of Indigenous survivance (Murphy 2017; Speed 2019; Stephens 2021; 
Vizenor 1999) and Indigenous women claiming voice (Archuleta 2006; Bird 1997; Menchu 1984; 
Speed 2019; Tzul Tzul 2018) further encourages me to partake in this work in my research and my life 
too. Additionally, research on violence and healing is important because it makes visible harmful 
systems and elucidates how we can work on survivance. 
Black Feminism and Indigenous research 
Black Feminism makes clear that identity can be a powerful contributor in research and social 
change. Centering identity in research can lead to deeper understandings of the violence and abuse that 
Black women face while also highlighting ways to change these systems (Smith 1983). Understanding 
harmful systems helps to articulate the inherent violence that characterized the colonial encounter, 
especially for Indigenous and enslaved Black women, and its influence on contemporary forms of 
violence such as gender-based violence and trauma. 
Black Feminists (Berry et al. 2017; Burke 2017; hooks 2015; Rodriguez 2018) and Indigenous 
feminists (Archuleta 2006; Bird 1997; Speed 2016, 2019; Stephens and Speed 2021; Tzul Tzul 2018) 
have analyzed how the colonial context has contributed to the ways that both Black and Indigenous 
women are perceived as “rapeable” or vulnerable to sexual violence. Given the ways that both Black 
and Indigenous women are made vulnerable to gender-based violence, future research with Indigenous 
women on gender-based violence, trauma, and survivance should be informed with a Black Feminist 
lens too in order to center both Black and Indigenous women’s identities and experiences. Additionally, 
a Black Feminist and an Indigenous decolonial approach can guide research and community work 
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towards creating a world free of sexual violence where Black, Indigenous and women of color feel safe 
and thrive. 
I struggled early on as an undergraduate researcher in figuring out how to conduct research with 
Maya women. In particular, I found the same tools of anthropology harmful and wanted to be 
connected to more mindful, feminist, and community-centered methods. Activist research, Black 
Feminism, and Indigenous decolonial thought together articulated key epistemological points that I 
intend to weave into my research which are the possibilities of engaging with identity in politically-
engaged scholarship; responsibilities to community; and the importance of moving beyond critique. As 
I move to work on gender-based violence and healing, these traditions will guide my research and 
activism with Maya women. 
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